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the one time they didn't have to 


by deliciousblizzardshark 


Summary 


When Lan Wangji's best friend/ ex-boyfriend Wei Wuxian disappears, he leaves an enormous 
hole in Lan Wangji's life. To try to fill it, Lan Wangji decides to stop living their confining, 
boring life and to start, instead, asking what Wei Wuxian would do. 


Move-in with the Wens because they need financial assistance and Lan Wangji needs 
emotional support? Wei Wuxian would (had, actually) done it. 

Adopt a family? Wei Wuxian would do it 

Question everything Lan Wangji's been taught about themself and their life? Wei Wuxian 
would do it 

Do everything they can to find the one thing missing from their life? 


Notes 


This piece is a sequel to both ‘Cute Robot Weird’ and ‘The Transitive Property as it Applies 
to Love’. Cute Robot Weird is fluffy high school happiness and Transitive Property is 
stabbing you with rusty knives, and I think this fic has elements of both. I don't think you 
really need either to understand this piece, but you'll miss my clever references, so... 


There is some character gender stuff; Lan Wangji is non-binary, but realizes this half-way 
through the piece. To reflect their inner voice, I use he/him pronouns until they decide to start 
using they/them pronouns. I've also made Jingyi a cis-girl because there are not enough girls, 
and Zizhen a trans-girl. 


Content warnings: mentions of; mental health issues including major depressive disorder and 
suicide, substance abuse, drug dealing, adoption, undocumented immigration, deportation, 
questionable US laws about undocumented immigrants, poverty, gender dysmorphia, 
transphobia, poor parenting (especially of trans children), and racism. Please let me know in 
the comments if you think I need additional content warnings/ tags. 


Special thanks to my Chinese-American sensitivity reader silvermoon_artemis. 


I am a white person, so I'm sorry for any cultural errors I've made. Please let me know the 
comments if you think I need to change something. I am an autistic, non-binary person, but I 
would still love any feedback anyone might have for my depiction of these groups. I also 


love constructive criticism, so if there's a way you think I could improve my work or 
something you particularly liked, please don't be shy! 


En espafiol aquí y en wattpad. 


See the end of the work for more notes 


e Translation into Español available: Las cuatro veces que Lan Wangji preguntó '¿ Qué haría Wei 
Wuxian?' y la ünica vez que no fue necesario by evirtual3 


The house 


Wen Qing stared at him for a long time. It wasn’t the reaction he’d been expecting. He’d 
thought she’d be violent, angry, ferocious. But instead, she looked at him and blinked and 
looked at him and blinked and it was disconcerting, but he was Lan Wangji, and staring was 
possibly the thing he was best at, which was saying a lot. He was good at many things. 


Lan Wangji had not come into this unprepared, and his preparation had taken the form of 
Wen Ning, who had gone house-hunting with him and A-Yuan. They’d covered it up by 
telling A-Yuan they were visiting friends and A- Yuan had lots and lots of things to say about 
Billy, their real estate agent, who knew his business and always had candy for A-Yuan and 
toys for him to play with when he got bored at looking at house after house. 


“So, what you're saying,” Wen Qing repeated, “is that you bought a house in the Hilltowns, 
and it just happens to be pretty close to my new job and you were like “hey since my new 
house is coincidentally near Wen Qing’s new job I might as well invite the Wens to live with 
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me. 
“No,” Lan Wangji said. “It wasn’t a coincidence.” 


Wen Qing rolled her eyes and might have stomped her foot just the tiniest bit, but she 
pretended she hadn't. 


“It's a beautiful house,” Wen Ning said. “It’s a large farmhouse and there’s so much room and 
we could have chickens and A- Yuan could play around outside.” 


“It needs a lot of work,” Wen Qing said. “You said.” 


“Yes,” Lan Wangji agreed. He looked around the little apartment with distaste. “Almost as 
much as this place does.” 


“And there's a stream that flows right past the backyard!" Wen Ning said. "There's even a 
swimming hole and waterfall up the road a little. It's like a magical wonderland. And hiking 
trails, right there." 


“And you're just going to have us move in and not pay rent?" Wen Qing demanded. 


“You can pay rent,” Lan Wangji said. “Or help with the mortgage and utilities and repair 
work. I'm not trying to take your autonomy from you." 


"Then what are you trying to do?" she demanded. 


“Move into a nice house in the country with a large yard near a waterfall with my best 
friends,” Lan Wangji said. 


“Best friends?” Wen Qing asked skeptically. 


“Don’t be mean to Wangji because he doesn’t have very many friends!” Wen Ning said, 
quickly. 


Lan Wangji wasn’t sure he needed the defense, but he appreciated it anyway. 
“Are you trying to be Wei Wuxian?” Wen Qing asked, crossing her arms. 
“Yes,” Lan Wangji said. 

She looked at him, surprised and confused. 

“Wei Wuxian always made good choices,” Lan Wangji said. 

Wen Qing snorted. 


“Often made good choices,” he amended. “He was kind to people, he defended people, he did 
what he thought was right. He tried to live a life without any regrets. I’ve lived a life full of 
regrets and I’ve never tried to help people like he did. He did what he thought was good and 
right and I only ever did what I thought was safe. So, yes, I’m trying to be more like Wei 
Wuxian.” 


“Jiejie,” Wen Ning said, “It’s a beautiful house. It’s wonderful and everyone's going to love 
it. There’s enough space for everyone. And we have to move anyway, so why not?” 


Wen Qing was staring at Lan Wangji again, but her face had softened and Lan Wangji knew 
she was going to give in. 


“Ji-gege!” A-Yuan cried, running into the hallway and wrapping his arms around Lan 
Wangji's leg. “Ji-gege, I have my own room! Look!” He grabbed Lan Wangji’s hand and 
pulled him towards the back bedroom. “Look, Ji-gege!” he said. “It’s all mine!” he spun in a 
circle in the middle of the room. 


“Mn,” Lan Wangji agreed. “It is. What color do you want to paint it?” 
A-Yuan stuffed his hand in his mouth and stared at Lan Wangji in confusion. 


“Your room,” Lan Wangji said, squatting down before him. “It can be any color you like. Or 
two colors. Or three. Or four. What do you want?” 


The toddler kept staring at him and Lan Wangji scooped him up in his arms. “You don’t 
know?” he asked, smoothing his hair out of his eyes. A- Yuan shook his head, his hand still 
stuffed in his mouth. 


“Let's go to the store and pick,” Lan Wangji suggested, bouncing him a little on his hip. “A- 
Qing!” he called, as he strode down the hallway. “We’re going to the hardware store to pick 
out colors for A-Yuan’s room. Do you need anything?” 


“Ugh,” A-Qing said, emerging from the kitchen, dirt smeared across her forehead. “So 
much.” She hesitated, then smiled at them. “But I don’t have a list prepared. Why don’t you 
guys go now and I'll go again later?” 


By the time they were done painting the walls with all eight colors of paint A-Yuan had 
picked out, both the child, Lan Wangji, their clothes, and the drop cloth were covered in 
smatters of paint. A-Qing came into the room to survey their handiwork and smiled. “It’s 
hideous,” she said. “You’re really taking this ‘what would Wei Wuxian do’ thing seriously, 
huh?” 

“No,” Lan Wangji said. “If I were, my room would look like this.” 


Wen Qing laughed and picked up A-Yuan, ignoring the paint he smeared on her work clothes. 
“Pve made a list for the store,” she said. “You’d better go to the Home Depot up in 
Greenfield, though; I don’t think the local one has half the things we need. I’ve made a 
grocery list too, for while you're there.” 


“We should try to do most of our shopping at the local stores,” Lan Wangji said, with a 
frown. 


“Ugh,” Wen Qing said. “You’re such a yuppie! Next, you're going to want me to cancel my 
Prime membership.” 


Lan Wangji frowned at her. “You have a Prime membership?" 


“It's cheap!” Wen Qing defended. “I get the student rates! Don’t give me that look, Lan 
Wangji! Not all of us have the time or money to buy everything from the local co-op.” 


Lan Wangji hesitated, then apologized. “You’re right,” he said. “I’m in no position to be 
judgmental.” 


Wen Qing huffed. 


“Jie!” Wen Ning cried, coming in from the yard, hopping on one foot then the other while he 
pulled his shoes off. “Jie! A-Ji! Let’s put in a garden!” 


“Okay,” Lan Wangji said. 
“You shouldn’t just agree to everything!” Wen Qing scolded. 


“Okay,” Lan Wangji said, and couldn't help laughing when Wen Qing rounded on him, 
pretending to hit him. 


We're going to have a garden!” A-Yuan cried, waving his arms. “And chickens!” 
“Chickens?” Wen Qing repeated, skeptically. 


“And bunnies!” A-Yuan said. “Right Ji-gege?” 


A sudden flash of memory caught Lan Wangi off guard “ Someday I want a big house with a 
garden and chickens ,” he remembered Wei Wuxian saying. “And rabbits for you, Lan 
Zhan.” 

“Mn,” Lan Wangji said. “Bunnies.” 


“I don’t know who is going to take care of all these things,” Wen Qing said. “But it’s not 
going to be me!” 


Wen Ning laughed. “No one expects you to, jiejie,” he said. *You're the breadwinner, 
remember?” 


“And what does that make you?” Wen Qing demanded. 

“I’m the househusband,” Wen Ning said. “And Wangji is the sugar daddy.” 

Wen Qing narrowed her eyes at him. “And whose husband are you, exactly?” she demanded. 
“The house’s,” Wen Ning said. “Don’t you listen?” 


“The house’s?” Wen Qing repeated. *You're married to... the physical structure of the 
house?” 


Wen Ning grinned. “I do love an old house,” he said, stroking the wall gently. 
Wen Qing rolled her eyes. “And who is Wangji daddy to?” she asked. 
“The rabbits,” Wen Ning said. “Obviously.” 


Wen Qing shook her head and held the list out to Lan Wangji. “All right, sugar daddy,” she 
told him. “Time to earn your title. I’m going to go put this one down for his nap.” 


“No nap, auntie!” A-Yuan complained, “go see bunnies!” 


“The bunnies aren’t here yet,” Lan Wangji said. “The sooner you go to sleep, the sooner the 
bunnies will be here.” 


Wen Qing glared at him. “You’re going to have to get bunnies now,” she said. 


“I will,” Lan Wangji promised. 


“You can’t be serious,” Brother said as Lan Wangji carefully packed his plates, one after the 
other, into a cardboard box. 


“Okay,” Lan Wangji said, reaching for another piece of plastic to put between the plates. 


You're upturning your life for what?" Brother demanded. 


The answer to this question was so long and involved it would have taken a novel. Lan 
Wangji sighed and said, finally. “Because I want to.” 


“But why do you want to?” Brother pressed. 


Lan Wangji didn’t have the spoons to write a novel. The movers were arriving tomorrow. He 
started on the salad plates. Why did he have so many plates? He never had people over, and 
yet he’d had enough matching dishes for a dinner party of eight. Ridiculous. 
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If something doesn’t work, you should stop doing it”,” Lan Wangji said, quoting his autism 
coach. “My life wasn’t working, so I’m going to stop living it.” 


“You're going to... what? What does that mean?" 

“I'm going to stop living my life,” Lan Wangji repeated, calmly. 

“Wangj1!” Brother barked. “You’re not... you're not committing suicide?!” 

Lan Wangji sighed. “Of course not. I didn’t just go through all the trouble of buying a house 
just to commit suicide. I’m just not going to live this life anymore. I’m not going to live the 
Lan Wangji, pristine empty apartment, no friends, too much routine life.” 

“So what life are you going to live?” Brother asked. 

“I'm going to live like Wei Ying,” Lan Wangji said, calmly. 

“Wei Wuxian is a crack addict!” Brother exclaimed. 

“Heroin,” Lan Wangji corrected. “And he is clean.” 

*He's missing, presumed dead!” Brother added. 

“I'm not planning on doing that part of the Wei Ying lifestyle,” Lan Wangji said, dryly. 
“Then what, precisely, are you going to do?” Brother demanded. 

“Im going to move in with the Wens.” Lan Wangji paused. “The Wens are going to move in 
with me,” he corrected. “I’m going to stop working for a multinational conglomerate that 
only cares about the money it makes for its shareholders. I’m going to question everything.” 


“But why?” Brother asked. 


“I told you,” Lan Wangji said. “Because my life wasn’t working. Because the only thing I 
had to live for was an hour phone call a week with Wei Ying.” 


“So change it,” Brother said. “Get a different job. Take up a hobby. You don’t have to move 
across the state and start living with strangers.” 


“The Wens aren’t strangers,” Lan Wangji said, firmly. “I’ve known them since high school.” 


“You could just donate to charity,” Brother said. “You don't have to take personal 
responsibility for an entire family.” 


“I'm not,” Lan Wangji said. “Wen Ning and Wen Qing are adults. They can take 
responsibility for themselves. I’m just helping them out.” 


“You bought them a house!” Brother exclaimed. 


“T bought myself a house,” Lan Wangji said. “They’re just going to come and live in it. I 
don’t want an empty house. I don’t want white carpets and white furniture and empty walls.” 
He gestured around at the pristine condo. “I want people laughing and loving each other and 
taking care of each other. I want a home.” 


“You can’t just move in with a family and have it become your family,” Brother said. 


“Why not?" Lan Wangji asked. “People do it all the time. They get adopted, they get married. 
This will just be less formal.” 


“Because this is..." Brother sighed loudly. “Wangji. Be reasonable." 


“No,” Lan Wangji said, finally looking up at him. “I’ve been reasonable. All this time I’ve 
been reasonable. And you know what it got me? Major depressive disorder. A job I hate in a 
city I hate. The love of my life is missing, probably dead. I could have.” He closed his eyes. 


“I could have been unreasonable. I could have gone to him and stayed with him. If I'd made 
him take my money he wouldn’t have started dealing and maybe whatever happened to him 
wouldn’t have happened. But it was unreasonable you said and my therapist said and my 
autism coach said. It wasn’t what people were supposed to do and I was so fixated on 
wanting to be a normal, reasonable person. 


“You know what Wei Wuxian once said about Data, from Star Trek? He said that Data spent 
all his time wanting to be human without even stopping to wonder whether it was the right 
thing for him to be. That maybe if he just really thought about it he would have realized he 
was amazing and what he had to offer the world was amazing, so much more amazing the 
way he was than what he thought he was supposed to be. 


“It took me this long to realize that Wei Ying was talking about me. I've spent so much of my 
life trying to be 'normal',” Lan Wangji said. “If I'd just listened to him better, if I'd just 
realized sooner..." He closed the box and taped it. 


“So I’ve stopped asking what is reasonable,” Lan Wangji said. “And I've started asking 
“What would Wei Wuxian do?”” He grabbed another box and began to assemble it. “Brother, 
if you want to help me pack, I would appreciate it. If not, you're in the way." 


A-Yuan insisted on naming the bunnies and chickens. Black bunny and white bunny, red 
chick, red chick, yellow chick, yellow chick, black chick, black chick, white chick, and white 
chick. 


“We can’t discuss our animals in public,” Wen Qing complained, “or people will think we’re 
racist. Yellow chick indeed.” 


“T think it’s convenient,” Wen Ning said. “This way we'll never forget their names. Or have 
to tell them apart." 


When the weather was warm enough they rented a rototiller and dug the garden (ignoring 
Uncle Four's comments about how when he was a child they tilled the fields by hand) and 
planted the early season crops. 


In the mornings, Lan Wangji drank his tea on the porch (avoiding the weak spot you couldn't 
step on or you'd fall through) and looked out at the neat garden, with the rows and rows of 
sprouting peas and greens, the chickens beginning to hop out of their coop, and the rabbits 
nibbling on the early dandelions. 


A-Yuan came hurtling out of the house, Granny behind him, carrying a tray of breakfast, and 
A-Yuan clambered up on Lan Wangji's lap and babbled at Lan Wangji about the rabbits and 
the bunnies and the garden while shoveling his breakfast into his mouth. 


Granny smiled at them and handed Lan Wangji a cloth napkin. 
“It's such a nice house,” she said. “Thank you for all of this." 
“Thank you for welcoming me into your family," Lan Wangji said. 


Granny moved a few pieces of fish from her bowl into Lan Wangji's, and he smiled back at 
her, and ate it. 


It was a good house, Lan Wangji thought, as the year passed, as they refinished it, cleaned it, 
added on to it. A good house, full of people who yelled and laughed and cried and loved each 
other. 


"There's room for you," Lan Wangji told Wei Ying in his head, in the mornings when the 
downstairs filled with the smell of coffee, in the evenings, when they lounged around the 
living room, drinking wine and tea and talking about their days, in the middle of the night 
when Lan Wangji had to get up and soothe a restless child. "There's room for you, Wei Ying. 
When you're ready to come back, there's room." 


Family part 1 


Chapter Summary 


In which everyone finds out what happened to Wei Wuxian and Lan Wangji adopts a 
few more family members. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


There was a co-op near the center of their tiny town. It had been larger once, when there had 
been money in water-powered manufacturing and in farming the rocky soil, like so many of 

the rural Western Massachusetts towns. Now there was just a co-op and a hardware store and 
a post office. Not even a street light. Not even a fast food place. 


The co-op had a deli counter and served sandwiches and ice cream in the summer. Lan 
Wangji took A-Yuan there and they bought organic rice and locally sourced vegetables and 
A-Yuan begged for ice cream even though he was lactose intolerant. 


Just like Wei Ying, Lan Wangji thought with a pang. 


The cashier talked to Lan Wangji and A-Yuan like he knew them, and Lan Wangji realized 
he’d probably seen them often enough to know they were regulars, to learn their names. Lan 
Wangji had never had a talent for recognizing faces, and the fact that every young white man 
here wore plaid flannels and full beards like they were all apprentice lumberjacks made it 
even more difficult to tell them apart. 


Easier on the cashier’s end; there probably weren’t a whole lot of six-foot-tall Chinese men 
who frequented the co-op. 


“T got a cookie,” A-Yuan told the cashier proudly, holding it up. 


“So you do, Yuan,” the cashier said, drawing the vowels in his name out: You-aahn. “That’s 
your favorite, huh?” 


A-Yuan held the cookie tightly and smiled. 


“T told the baker to make it special,” the cashier said. “Because I know you and your dad 
always stop by on Thursday afternoons.” 


He should know the cashier's name, Lan Wangji realized. People were friendly out here, as 
friendly as people in New England ever got. “Thank you,” he said. “That was thoughtful.” 


The cashier grinned at him as Lan Wangji paid. “Of course,” he said. 


They sat at one of the picnic tables outside so A-Yuan wouldn't get crumbs all over Lan 
Wangji’s car. It was far enough along in spring that it was nice, sitting in the sunshine. After 
this, Lan Wangji thought, they'd go home and start on dinner. Granny wanted to cook, but her 
arthritis was acting up, so Lan Wangji should take over. Maybe tomorrow they’d go to 
Amherst to go to the Chinese grocery store and he’d take A-Yuan to see the fossils on the 
college campus. It wasn’t designed for children, but he’d still probably enjoy seeing the large 
mammoth skeletons. 


“Ji-gege,” A-Yuan said, offering a piece of cookie to Lan Wangji, who took it, even though 
he didn’t really like cookies because he wanted to encourage A-Yuan’s desire to share. (Lan 
Wangji may have read too many books on child development in the last six months). 


“Ji-gege,” A-Yuan said, “are you my dad?” 


Lan Wangji froze. The child development books didn't cover this. They weren't particularly 
good at addressing the needs of complicated families, Lan Wangji had noticed. Maybe there 
were specialty books he needed to look into. 


“Your biological parents are dead,” Lan Wangji said, gently. “Remember? Their tablets are 
on our ancestral altar, and we bow to them and light incense." 


A-Yuan frowned. “That man said you were my dad,” he said. 


“It's because he thinks we look like each other," Lan Wangji said. “When people see a little 
child and an adult hanging out together who look like each other, they assume they're a 
parent and their child." 


A-Yuan frowned. That was probably too much for him, Lan Wangji realized. 


“A-Xian always said we had the same nose," Lan Wangji said. “The first time he met you, he 
told me ‘Lan Wangji, I met a little baby who has your nose.”” He paused. Wei Ying had said 
‘are you sure you don’t have a kid? I swear, Lan Zhan, this kid is like your double, only a 
baby. He's the second most adorable thing in existence." Lan Wangji had carefully not asked 
what the most adorable thing in existence was. 


A-Yuan looked up at him confused. “But you still have your nose,” he said. “And I have 
mine." 


“It means he thought our noses looked similar,” Lan Wangji explained. 


A-Yuan touched his nose and then reached up his grubby finger and Lan Wangji helpfully 
bent down so the child could touch his nose as well. 


*When is Xian-gege coming back?" A-Yuan asked. 
“We talked about this," Lan Wangji said, gently. “What did Auntie say?" 


“Auntie said that Xian-gege had to go away but he still loves us very much, and he'll come 
back when he can. But I want him to come back now, Ji-gege,” A-Yuan said. 


“T know, little radish,” Lan Wangji said, gently. “I do too.” 

“Then why doesn’t he?” A-Yuan demanded. 

“Remember what auntie said?” Lan Wangji prompted. 

“People can’t always do what they want to,” A-Yuan recited. “It’s not fair,” he said. 
“No,” Lan Wangji agreed. “It’s not fair at all.” 


A-Yuan finished his cookie and Lan Wangji helped him wipe his face, then they carried the 
groceries to the car, and Lan Wangji strapped A- Yuan into his booster seat and they drove 
home to make dinner. 


Jiang Yanli was exceedingly pregnant. She’d always been a skinny person, and now she 
looked like a skinny person trying to smuggle a watermelon in her shirt. 


“Lan Zhan!” Wei Ying had cried one afternoon when he’d picked up the phone on the first 
ring. “Lan Zhan, you'll never guess- it's the best news!” 


“Mn?” Lan Wangji had asked. 
“Shije!” Wei Ying exclaimed. "She s pregnant! I'm going to be an uncle!” 
“Congratulations!” Lan Wangji had said. 


"I'm going to be the best uncle ever!” Wei Ying had bragged. “I've already bought the baby 
the best toys! " 


“You are,” Lan Wangji had said. "You ll be an amazing uncle, but not because of presents. ” 
“Oh, Lan Zhan! Warn a man before you break out the flattery!” 


“Not flattery, " Lan Wangji had said. “Truth.” 


“Lan Wangji,” Jiang Yanli exclaimed, struggling to her feet. She held out her arms, then 
frowned. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I forgot you don’t like hugs.” 


“It's okay,” he said, gently putting his arms around her, and hugging back, careful of the baby 
bump. 


Jiang Cheng crashed into the room with his normal dramatic flair. “Lan Wangji,” he said. 
“Good, you’re here.” He looked around the room. 


It was like a high school reunion, Lan Wangji thought. The Jiang siblings, the Wen siblings, 
him and Nie Huaisang, Jiang Yanli’s husband Jin Zixuan. Lan Wangji was surprised that Wei 
Wuxian hadn’t made any close friends since high school- or maybe he had and Jiang Cheng 
just hadn’t known who they were or how to get in contact with them. 


Jiang Cheng cleared his throat like he was opening a board meeting. “I wanted to give you all 
the news about Wei Wuxian,” he said. “I thought it would be easier to get you all together 
since I know all of you are concerned about my brother.” He cleared his throat again. 


It wasn’t death, clearly; if Wei Wuxian had been found dead, they wouldn’t be meeting in 
Jiang Yanli’s living room like this. There would have been a phone call, hushed voices, an 
obituary in the paper, a funeral or memorial service. Hope sparked in Lan Wangji’s heart. If 
Wei Wuxian wasn’t dead... 


“Ah,” Jiang Cheng said. “This is Detective Gao, the private detective we hired.” 


He gestured to a short, middle-aged man in a rumpled suit. Detective Gao looked at all of 
them and then cleared his throat nervously. “Hi, ah, yeah; I’ve been hired to track down, Mr. 
Wei.” He had a broad South Boston accent, his ‘r’s transmuting into ‘ah’s. Hiahed. Mistah . 
“Mr. Wei was picked up for dealing heroin in Worcester five months ago. According to the 
records, he refused opportunities given to him to contact his family. 


“Upon investigation, the court found that when he was adopted by Mr. Jiang and Mrs. Yu 
paperwork required to grant him citizenship was never filed and so he had never been granted 
US citizenship. He had previously been allowed to remain in the US under the DREAM Act, 
but the arrest and his subsequent guilty plea convinced the court to order his deportation. He 
was given the opportunity to contest this ruling but did not take it.” 


Beside Lan Wangji, Wen Qing closed her eyes. 


“So he’s in China?” Wen Ning asked, relief flooding his voice. “That's good, right? He’s not 
dead, at least.” 


The detective nodded. “My associated in China have as of yet been unable to track him 
down,” he said. 


“He's such a fucking asshole," Wen Qing whispered. “Why the hell didn't he tell us where he 
was? Or fight to stay here at least?” 


“He must have been ashamed,” Wen Ning said, wiping his eyes. “Of dealing. You know A- 
Xian.” 


“T wish I didn’t,” Wen Qing said, bitterly. 
“Jiejie!” Wen Ning exclaimed. 


“And why the hell didn’t your parents get him citizenship?” she demanded of the Jiangs. 
“Just another way your mom fucked him over, wasn’t it?” 


“With all due respect, ma’am,” the detective said. “A lot of adoptive parents are misinformed 
about the paperwork necessary. It’s unfortunately not all that uncommon for international 
adoptees to discover that they don’t have citizenship.” 


Wen Qing huffed. “Don’t ‘Ma’am’ me! I’m pretty sure the CEO of the Jiang corporation had 
the resources to find out what paperwork was needed,” Wen Qing said. 


“Jiejie,” Wen Ning said. “Please- accusations aren’t helpful.” 


“Isn’t there anything we can do?” Jiang Yanli asked, her face wet with tears. “We could go to 
China. Zixuan...” 


“PIL go,” Jin Zixuan said, standing. 


The detective sighed. “Excuse me for saying so, sir,” he said, “but I believe my associates 
have a better chance of finding him than yours do. I’m sorry, sirs, ma’... ladies. It’s my 
belief- and that of my associates- that if he hasn’t tried contacting any of you he doesn’t want 
to be found.” He hesitated. “Unless any of you know of any contacts he might have in China 
Mr. Jiang hasn’t provided me with...” 


They all exchanged looks and shook their heads. 


“Wei Ying always said he doesn’t remember Wuhan,” Lan Wangji said. “Mandarin was his 
worst subject in school. I think... I always thought he was lying about not remembering. I 
always thought he must have been trying to forget his life there.” 


Jiang Yanli nodded. “When he first came here,” she said, “he’d wake me up in the middle of 
the night crying, making me promise he’d never have to go back. He never went to visit the 
family or go on any semester or summer abroad trips like the rest of us. Dad used to say...” 
she sniffed and accepted a tissue with a grateful smile from her husband. “...he used to say 
that he should give China a chance- it’s a large country, he said, full of people. He could go to 
Beijing or Shanghai and it wouldn’t be anything like he remembered. But A-Xian was 
adamant. It’s hard to imagine he’d have any contacts there.” She shook her head. “What will 
he even do there? Like Wangji says, his Mandarin is horrible.” 


“It doesn’t matter,” Nie Huaisang said, speaking for the first time. “Wei Wuxian is a stubborn 
asshole. If he doesn’t want to be found he won’t be found. I’m sure we all can come up with 
pretty convincing theories as to why he did this- I agree with Wen Ning that it was probably 
some stupid self-centered self-sacrificing... well we all know Wei Wuxian. We can all 
imagine.” 


“So what?” Wen Qing demanded. “We give up? Is that it?” she demanded of Jiang Cheng. 
“You just want to give up? Like you did when your mom kicked him out?” 


“A-Qing,” Lan Wangji said. “Jiang Cheng was a child. It wasn't his fault.” 


“I don’t need you to defend me,” Jiang Cheng shot back. 


“Stop!” Jin Zixuan barked, standing up. They all looked at him. “You’re upsetting Yanli,” he 
said. 


“What do we do?” Yanli sobbed. “How do we find my baby brother? I don’t care if he 
doesn’t want to be found. We have to get him back and... and... and... shake some sense into 
him.” 


Jiang Cheng looked at the detective. “We’ll keep paying for the detectives in China to look,” 
he said. 


“We can help,” Jin Zixuan offered. “Our contacts in the government...” 

“Would that be useful?” Jiang Cheng asked the detective. 

“PII ask my people,” the detective said, “but I don’t want you guys to get your hopes up.” 
“He doesn’t have any resources,” Wen Ning whispered. 

They all looked at him. 


“A-Xian,” Wen Ning said. “He doesn’t have any money or contacts, right? No family there. 
And I can’t imagine the government is super accommodating to a deportee charged with 
dealing drugs. He doesn’t speak or read the language well, he doesn’t have a good education. 
What is going to happen to him there? What has happened to him? Is he homeless again? 
How will he provide for himself?” 


Yanli emitted another sob. 


Zixuan rubbed her back. “Wuxian is the kind of person who falls on his feet,” he said. “He’s 
clever, he’s friendly. People like him. If any of us could survive being dropped into a foreign 
country it’s him.” 


Yanli sniffed and looked up at him gratefully. No one mentioned that Wei Wuxian had barely 
survived in the US. 


When the detective left, Lan Wangji approached Jiang Cheng. “Thank you,” he said. 
Jiang Cheng looked at him, confused. 
“For trying to find him,” Lan Wangji said. 


“I don't need your thanks,” Jiang Cheng said. “He’s my brother- I’m just looking for my 
brother.” 


Lan Wangji closed his eyes and took a breath. “Thank you,” he said, “for including us in this. 
It’s good to have some answers, to know he’s not dead.” He held out his hand and Jiang 
Cheng took it, but instead of shaking it, Lan Wangji squeezed it. “The Wens considered Wei 
Ying part of their family, and so that kind of makes you part of the family too. I know we 


never liked each other very much, but... you should come over sometime. It’s not that far. 
I’m sure A-Yuan would be happy to see ‘angry-gege’ again.” 


“I don't need your charity,” Jiang Cheng said, pulling his hand away. 


“PII be sure not to give you any, then,” Lan Wangji said. “You too,” he said, turning to Nie 
Huaisang, who was listening to the conversation, and Jiang Yanli and Jin Zixuan. “We should 
all... you’re all welcome.” 


“Speak for yourself," Wen Qing said, her arms wrapped around herself. 
“I am," Lan Wangji said. 


“Id like that," Yanli said, smiling wetly at him. “My baby and A-Yuan will kind of be 
cousins, right?" 


“Not at all,” Jiang Cheng said. “In no way will they be cousins." 


“Yes,” Lan Wangji said. “I’m sure A-Yuan will love a cousin. When the baby is born...” he 
bit his lip. “Wei Ying was so excited to become an uncle," he said. “He was going to be the 
best uncle." 


“I'm going to be the best uncle," Jiang Cheng protested. Lan Wangji ignored him. 
“Until he comes back," Lan Wangji said, “if you need another uncle..." 


Jiang Yanli held out her hand and Lan Wangji walked over to her and took it. “Thank you," 
she said, tears beginning to slip out of her eyes again. “That means so much to me." She 
pressed Lan Wangji's hand against her wet cheek, which was kind of gross, but Lan Wangji 
didn't flinch away. “You’re part of our family too, you know,” she said. 


“Our runaway foster brother's ex-boyfriend is not part of our family!” Jiang Cheng protested, 
but without much heat. 


"Thank you," Lan Wangji said. 


“You'll have to come to the 100th day celebration,” she said. “Please come. The Wens too. 
And you, Huaisang. There are so many Jins,” she added, lowering her voice, as if Jin Zixuan, 
who was standing protectively next to her, wouldn't be able to hear. “We need to make up the 
numbers. Seriously, ever since DNA testing became a thing it seemed like A-Xuan has a new 
sibling every week." 


"That's an exaggeration," Zixuan protested, weakly. 
“PIl come," Lan Wangji promised. “Until Wei Ying comes back." 
“No,” Jiang Yanli said. “Even after he comes back.” 


“He's not coming back,” Jiang Cheng said. “He was deported for selling heroin. They're not 
going to let him back in the country.” 


“Hush,” Yanli said, gently. *We're having a moment.” 


She was always Lan Wangji’s favorite Jiang. 


“T have a cousin,” A-Yuan told Greg, the cashier at the co-op. 

“Do you, little buddy?” Greg asked. 

A-Yuan nodded seriously. “His name is Jin Ling,” he said. “Look.” 
He looked up at Lan Wangji. “Show the pictures.” 


Lan Wangji frown apologetically at Greg and opened his smartphone to show him the 
pictures of the newborn. 


*He's so cute!” Greg gushed. 
A-Yuan nodded seriously. “He’s my cousin,” he said. 


“Must run in the family,” Greg said. “You’re all very handsome men.” His eyes flickered up 
to Lan Wangji's face and then away again. 


“Thank you,” Lan Wangji said. “Say thank you, A- Yuan.” 
“Why?” A-Yuan asked, diverted by a display of colorful lip balm. 


“Because Greg said we were handsome. When someone compliments you you say ‘thank 
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you’. 


“Oh,” A-Yuan said. “Thank you. What’s handsome?” 
“It means ‘good-looking’,” Lan Wangji said. 
“Thank you,” A-Yuan said. “You're also handsome, Greg.” 


Greg laughed and rang up their coconut milk and flour. 


“T have a cousin,” A-Yuan told Eve, the librarian. 

“You do?” Eve asked. “I have cousins too.” 

A-Yuan looked at Lan Wangji in confusion. 

“Lots of people have cousins,” Lan Wangji said. “I have cousins too.” 


“Oh,” A-Yuan said. “How many cousins do you have?” 


“T have two,” Lan Wangji said, counting only his closest relatives. 
A-Yuan looked at Eve. “I have thirteen,” she said. 


A-Yuan’s eyes grew wide. “Thirteen?” he echoed. He looked at Lan Wangji. “Can I have 
more cousins?” he asked. 


“Your aunts and uncles have to have more babies for you to have more cousins,” the librarian 
said. “Do you have a lot of aunts and uncles?” 


A-Yuan frowned, then looked at Lan Wangji. 


“Our family situation is a little complicated,” Lan Wangji admitted to the librarian. “It’s hard 
to know who to count as aunts and uncles.” 


“Oh,” Eve said, smiling. “I know what that’s like. That’s how I ended up with so many 
cousins. Is Ning Wen one of your uncles?” she asked A- Yuan. “He has the same last name as 
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you. 
A-Yuan looked at Lan Wangji, who nodded. “Ning-shu,” he said. 

“Oh,” A-Yuan said. “He’s my uncle. You know him?” 

Eve smiled. “He likes to come here a lot. He likes books about poetry.” 

“Oh,” A-Yuan said. “What’s poetry?” 

“You know poetry,” Lan Wangji said. “You know the poem about bunnies.” 

“Oh,” A-Yuan said. “I like poetry too. You have the bunny poem book?” 

The librarian laughed. “I don’t think we have that one,” she said. 

“It’s okay,” Lan Wangji said. “We have it at home.” 

“We should give bunnies to A-Ling,” A-Yuan told Lan Wangji. “And the bunny poem book.” 


“That’s a good idea,” Lan Wangji said. 


“I have a cousin,” A-Yuan told the curator at the Natural History Museum. “Can he come and 
see the dinosaur footprints?” 


“If he’s as well behaved as you,” the curator said. 
A-Yuan looked at Lan Wangji. 
“He’s still a little baby,” Lan Wangji said. “Babies aren’t supposed to be well behaved.” 


“Oh,” A-Yuan said. “What do they do?” 
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“They cry a lot and they can’t talk and they have to wear diapers all the time.’ 
“Oh,” A-Yuan said. “A-Ling can’t come and see the dinosaur footprints?” 
“He won't be interested in them until he”s older,” Lan Wangji said. 

“Oh,” A-Yuan said, “he sounds boring. He can’t talk?” 

Lan Wangji shook his head. 

A-Yuan frowned. “Ji-gege, can I get a different cousin?” he whispered. 


The curator laughed. “You’re stuck with the family you’ve got, buddy,” he said. 


Chapter End Notes 


Narrator: no, they were not 
I probably got lots of things wrong about immigration law here! 


I do want to point out, though, that international adoptees discovering that their parents 
didn’t file the right paperwork to get them citizenship is a real problem- it affects 
between 15,000- 18,000 people in the US. Often it’s the result of ignorance or 
misinformation. Congress passed a law to make the process automatic in 2000- and 
removed language which would grandfather in anyone currently affected by the issue 
because they're jerks I guess. Here's more info about it. 


While many of these children would fall under the DREAM Act which provides 
children brought to the US as undocumented immigrants with a means to remain in the 
country- it's only effective as long as they maintain “moral character, as well as fulfill a 
number of other requirements, including graduating from high school. 


Family part 2 


Chapter Summary 


Would Wei Wuxian adopt a pair of children? Why yes, he would 


In the fall, Brother and his boyfriend came out and they all went apple-picking at one of the 
tourist trap apple orchards. (Not that Lan Wangji could blame the farmers for trying to make 
something off of the poor, rocky, soil). Uncle came up from the home in the South Berkshires 
that he shared with either a very like-minded friend or secret life partner (Lan Wangji never 
felt right about pressing for details if Uncle never felt comfortable sharing), and he deigned to 
smile at A-Yuan and compliment him for his manners (Uncle could never tell when children 
were being polite and when they were just nervous). 


Later, when they had more apples than any of them would ever eat (Meng Yao claimed he 
was going to make a pie, but was he really? Were these even the right apples for making a 
pie?), Uncle began to tell Brother and Lan Wangji all the gossip about distant relations they 
probably had never heard of before and probably would never meet. 


Lan Wangji was allowing his thoughts to drift off to what he needed to get done around the 
house when a name caught his attention. 


“Lan Guan and his wife,” Uncle was saying. 


Lan Guan was someone he actually did know- one of their only cousins their age, he’d come 
and spent a few summers with them. He’d been more Brother’s age than his, and they hadn’t 
grown close, but he’d liked him. 


“I'm sorry, Uncle,” Lan Wangji said. “What were you saying about Lan Guan?” 
“Oh, he and his wife died in a car accident,” Uncle said, frowning at Lan Wangji. 
“Oh,” Lan Wangji said. “That's horrible.” 

"Didn't they have a child?" Brother asked. “A daughter?" 

Uncle nodded. *I believe so,” he said. 

"She must still be very young," Brother said. 


“What's going to happen to her?” Lan Wangji asked. Lan Guan didn't have any siblings and 
his parents were dead. 


“T don’t know,” Uncle said. “It would be better to keep her in the family, but I can’t think 
who could take her in.” 


“Would you find out?” Brother asked, glancing over to where Meng Yao was playing with A- 
Yuan. 


“I don't know,” Brother said, during their weekly phone call a few weeks later. She's with 
her great aunt right now, but you know everyone in our family is too old to take care of a 
toddler." 


Lan Wangji, who was taking care of a toddler said *Mn." 


“I would," Brother said. “A-Yao and I would, but we're not in the right place in our careers, 
A-Yao says." He sighed. “It’s such a great opportunity- acquiring a child can be so difficult 
for gay men." 


Acquiring , Lan Wangji repeated in his head. Acquiring a child. 
“But if it's not the right time... if A-Yao isn't on board..." 


“PII take her," Lan Wangji said, even though he'd meant not to, even though he'd been 
thinking of it ever since he heard of Lan Guan's death and had been telling himself ‘no, no, 
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no. 
“What?” Brother asked. 


“T already have a toddler,” Lan Wangji said. “It won’t be such a big change to have two 
instead of one. I already have to watch my language.” 


Brother didn’t laugh. “Are you sure? Have you consulted the other members of your 
commune?” 


“We're not a commune," Lan Wangji said. *We're a family, and, no.” 


“You should probably do that,” Brother suggested. “Families kind of have to talk about these 
things.” 


Like child acquisition, Lan Wangji thought, a little hysterically. 


He wasn’t wrong. “I will,” Lan Wangji said. “Will you see if it's plausible? How the elders 
would feel? I know I’m regarded as a bit of a black sheep.” 


Brother laughed. “At the rate sheep are dying off, they need to embrace us whatever color we 
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are. 


Lan Wangji blinked. “Okay,” he said, finally. 


Wen Qing asked a series of increasingly difficult to answer questions about what taking in a 
new toddler would mean to their household and Wen Ning said ‘yes’ incredibly 
enthusiastically and Granny said ‘good, we need more women in the house” and Uncle Four 
had unfortunately passed away the year before and joined the collection on the ancestral altar. 


We're going to need a larger altar , Lan Wangji thought, if we 're going to be adding more 
dead parents to it. 


A-Yuan’s opinion was not consulted because you have to be very very sure you can actually 
provide a sister when you ask a child 1f he wants one. 


A sister, Lan Wangji thought. A-Yuan should have a sister. It was good for children to have 
siblings, especially since they were so isolated here, where you had to drive to get anywhere 
or see anyone. 


Jingyi could be the non-baby cousin A-Yuan had wished for, but if Lan Wangji was going to 
do this, adopt a child, it seemed wrong to adopt a child who wasn’t A-Yuan. 


“I want to adopt A-Yuan,” he told Wen Ning and Wen Qing and Granny when he’d finished 
tucking the child into bed. 


^| thought you wanted to adopt your cousin,” Wen Qing said, looking up from her phone. 
“T do," Lan Wangji said. “I want to adopt both of them.” 


“That sounds great!” Wen Ning said, enthusiastically. “You’re doing most of the parenting 
anyway.” 


“Why?” Wen Qing asked. 


“I'm not sure,” Lan Wangji admitted. “It wouldn't change anything in our day-to-day lives. It 
just... I'd like to call him my son. I don’t want him to feel excluded if Jingyi is my daughter 
but A-Yuan isn't my son.” 


Wen Qing sighed, then waved her hand. “You might as well,” she said. “Adopt A-Ning while 
you're at it.” 


“Oh, yes,” Wen Ning said, laughing. 
“I'm serious," Lan Wangji said. “PI call my lawyer in the morning.” 


“Oh, fancy,” Wen Qing said, her attention back on her phone. “He has a lawyer . A-Ning, did 
you know your dad was such a fancy person?” 


“Pve seen his wardrobe," Wen Ning said. “Three-piece suits for days .” 


“Wen Qing,” Lan Wangji said. 


“Eh?” Wen Qing asked. “Oh- yeah, I think it’s a good idea. Call your lawyer.” 
“I'm not adopting Wen Ning," Lan Wangji added. 

“That was a joke,” Wen Qing said. 

“Oh,” Lan Wangji said. 

“I'm still going to call you dad though,” Wen Ning said. 

“As long as you don’t expect part of the inheritance,” Lan Wangji said. 

Wen Qing put down her phone suddenly. “Inheritance?” she asked, sharply. 
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Lan Wangji nodded. “Part of my parent’s fortune is put aside for Brother and my children,’ 
he said. 


Wen Qing’s eyes widened. “And A-Yuan would get some of it?” she asked. 


Lan Wangji nodded again. “A trust fund would be set up for him upon the formalization of 
the adoption,” he said. 


“To pay for his college?” Wen Qing asked. 


Lan Wangji nodded. “Unless tuition increases dramatically in the next sixteen years it should 
cover far more than that.” 


“Huh,” Wen Qing said. “You sure you don’t want to adopt A-Ning too?” 


“I'm getting a sister,” A-Yuan told Greg, the cashier at the co-op. Greg looked up at Lan 
Wangji in surprise. It was an J thought you were gay look. 


“Yeah, bud?” Greg asked. “She still in your mommy’s belly?” 
A-Yuan looked at Lan Wangji, confused. 


“I don’t have a mommy,” A-Yuan said. “My sister’s in China. She's coming here on an 
airplane with Bofu.” 


“Oh,” Greg said. “You’re adopting?” 

“Yes,” Lan Wangji said. 

“Congratulations!” Greg said. “I can't wait to meet her. What's her name?” 
“Jingy1,” A-Yuan said. “Baba, show the pictures.” 


Obediently, Lan Wangji held his phone out to the cashier, the pictures of the little girl already 
pulled up. 


"She's so cute,” Greg said. 


“I'm going to bring her here and we're going to buy her cookies,” A-Yuan said. “And she can 
have Black rabbit as her special rabbit. White rabbit is mine .” 


“It's nice that you're sharing your rabbits with your sister,” Greg said. 
A-Yuan grinned and clutched his cookie so hard the edges broke. 


Lan Wangji smiled and paid for the laundry detergent and baking powder. 


“I'm getting a sister,” A- Yuan told Jin Ling, who smacked his gums and squeezed the rabbit 
toy A-Yuan had picked out for him. “She”s going to be your cousin too. You can come and 
play with us at our house when you’re not boring anymore. But you can’t sleepover because 
Jingyi is going to sleep in my room, so there aren’t any beds left.” 


Jingyi was going to sleep in A-Yuan's hideously painted room. A- Yuan had insisted. He still 
had the bunkbeds Lan Wangji had bought them when they'd still been living in the two- 
bedroom apartment, and he’d insisted that Jingyi was going to sleep in the top bunk, though 
Lan Wangji thought she was probably still too young. He’d gone through his toys and 
decided which ones he was going to give to Jingyi and they’d gone to a toy store to pick out 
new ones for both of them. He kept running around the house deciding what things were his 
and which were Jingyi’s until Lan Wangji had reminded him that four other people still lived 
in the house and even though they were adults they got to own things too. 


“Ji-gege is my baba now,” A-Yuan told Jiang Yanli. “We talked about it and decided.” 


“T heard,” Yanli said. “And you’re getting a sister too. Wow,” she said, looking up at Lan 
Wangji. “Instant family.” 


Lan Wangji ducked his head. 

“All you need now is a wife,” Jin Zixuan joked. 

Lan Wangji looked at him blankly. 

“Or a husband,” Jin Zixuan said, holding up his hands. 

“So Lan Huan is bringing her over from Shanghai?” Yanli asked. 

“Yes,” A-Yuan said. “I wanted to go, but baba said it would be very boring.” 


“Tt is,” Yanli said. “I’ve flown here from Shanghai before. It’s so long and boring! You’re so 
lucky you don’t have to go. Poor Jingyi! She’s going to be so tired when she gets here. 
You’re going to have to be extra nice to her.” 


“I'm going to be very nice to her!” A-Yuan said, surprised. “She's my sister!” 
“Does she speak English?” Yanli asked. 

Lan Wangji shook his head. “Only a little,” he said. “Mostly Shanghainese.” 
“Do you speak Shanghainese?” Yanli asked. 

Lan Wangji nodded. 


“Well, that’s good at least,” she said. “You're going to be really patient with your sister, 
aren’t you?” she said to A-Yuan. “It’s going to be so confusing for her living in a new place 
and not knowing how to speak to most people.” 


A-Yuan nodded vigorously. 
“I know you are,” Yanli said, smiling at him. *You're a good kid.” 


A-Yuan grinned and hugged her. “You’re a good aunt!” he said. 


Lan Wangji and Wen Ning made the drive down to Hartford to meet Brother and Jingyi as 
they came off the plane, Jingyi a tiny bundle in her new uncle’s arms, looking much smaller 
than her five years should have suggested. She squirmed her face against his chest in protest 
against all the moving. 


Lan Wangji and Wen Ning helped Brother carry the bags as he kept his arms around the child 
until they'd reached Lan Wangji's car and strapped her into the booster seat. 


“How was the trip?” Lan Wangji asked Brother. 


“Horrible,” Brother said. “When people tell you not to travel with a toddler, believe them. I 
think I made lifetime enemies with every single person on that flight.” He glanced back at the 
sleeping child, strapped into the booster seat next to Wen Ning. “She was awake almost the 
entire flight- she fell asleep like five minutes before we landed. I guess I assumed she’d be 
like A-Yuan, but she couldn’t be more different.” 


“How so?” Lan Wangji asked. 


“She's a little spitfire,” Brother said. “She refuses to wear dresses, so any dreams you have of 
dressing her in pink lacy things you’re going to have to get rid of now. She can’t sit still for 
anything- she must have gotten up an average of ten times every time I had a meal with her.” 
He laughed. “She’s the most un-Lan Lan I’ve ever met. I hope you’re not planning on 
sending her to Cloud Recesses because she is going to get kicked out immediately.” 


Lan Wangji laughed. “She’s only five,” he said. 


“It's a good thing you have four adults in your house,” Brother said, “you’re going to need all 
hands on deck with this one.” He smiled. “She reminds me of Wei Wuxian,” he said. 


“How so?” Lan Wangji asked. 


“She's not a bad kid,” Brother said. “She never means to get in trouble. She’s just curious 
about everything.” 


“That does sound like him," Lan Wangji said. He glanced at the sleeping child in his rearview 
mirror and smiled. 


"She's going to be easy to love,” Brother said, fondly. 


“Yes,” Lan Wangji agreed. “She sounds like it.” 


They spent the night at Jiang Yanli and Jin Zixuan’s house, so Brother could sleep before his 
drive back to Boston, and Lan Wangji spent half the night staring at his new daughter. A- 
Yuan had become his so gradually he’d never noticed when it happened, but Jingyi was just, 
suddenly here. 


The other half of the night he spent entertaining the child, who’d woken up bright and 
chipper at midnight. Lan Wangji had introduced himself as her new baba- her own parents 
had died half a year before and Brother had said she didn’t seem to remember them and that 
they’d been talking up her new family to her- and taken her to the enormous marble and steel 
kitchen to make her breakfast, then occupied her until the rest of the house woke with games 
and stories and when he’d exhausted all of his other resources, his mobile phone. 


Yanli came across him at six in the morning and laughed. “You’ve been parenting for six 
hours,” she teased, “and you’re already exhausted.” 


He smiled back at her. “It will be fine,” he said, “once her internal clock adjusts.” 


"She's so adorable,” Yanli said, smiling down at the little girl who was playing some mobile 
game involving ducks. “I can’t wait to get to know her better.” 


Lan Wangji smiled *you're welcome over any time,” he said. 


“I know,” Yanli said, and touched his shoulder. “I know I’ve said it before, Wangji, but it 
means so much to me that you’ve tried so hard to include us in your lives.” She blinked and 
sniffed a little. “Losing A-Xian...” she rubbed her hand across her face. “For the second 
time... it’s easier with you, and the Wens and A- Yuan.” 


“It's easier with you too," Lan Wangji said and pulled her into a hug. “It’s what Wei Ying 
would want us to do,” he said. “He would want us to be together and be happy." 


*Yeah," Yanli said, against his chest. 


Jingyi looked up from her game and frowned at them. “Don’t be sad,” she said and climbed 
down from the chair she was perched on and wrapped her chubby arms around the two of 
them. 


Yanli picked her up so she could properly be included in their hug. 


Jingyi wasn’t a seamless addition to their family. She was, as Brother had said, loud and 
boisterous where A-Yuan always had been quiet and careful. She ran after the chickens and 
tried to pluck their feathers and had to be closely supervised whenever she was near the 
rabbits. 


She had to be closely supervised at all times; she fell into the stream three times during her 
first week with them, almost got run over twice, and fell out of the bunk bed and hit her head 
so hard they had to bring her to the hospital. 


But she was delightful and, as Brother had said, very easy to love. She climbed up on the laps 
of strangers, forced people to join in her games, was excited about everything. They’d had to 
take the bunk bed away after Jingyi fell out of it and because there was no space in A-Yuan’s 
small room for another twin bed, made Uncle Four’s old room over for her, but she slept in 
A-Yuan’s bed most of the time. 


Jingyi hated being by herself, they'd found, and Lan Wangji was embarrassed to find himself 
using it as a punishment when nothing else would keep her from climbing up the banisters or 
trying to cook or wandering into the forest searching for the dragons and magical foxes she 
insisted lived there. 


“If she wasn’t too old,” Wen Qing observed, one evening when they’d spend a frantic few 
hours looking for the children only to discover they’d been in the basement trying to dig a 
tunnel Jingyi insisted would bring them to a magical land, “Id think she was the 
reincarnation of Wei Wuxian.” 


Jingyi charmed everyone. Greg, the cashier at the co-op began to keep all the cookies that 
‘broke accidentally’ to give to her and A- Yuan. Eve, the librarian, didn’t fine them when they 
returned books Jingyi had scribbled on. It happens, she said with a smile. The curator at the 
Natural History museum suggested that maybe they should wait until Jingyi was a little older 
before bringing her back. 


Even Uncle was charmed, Uncle who hated children who acted like children, Uncle, whose 
endless list of rules had included not running, raising your voice, dancing, being ‘overly 
excited’, laughing ‘excessively’, singing ‘unnecessarily’, had allowed the little girl to crawl 
up into his lap and babble at him for an hour about nonsense, and hadn’t even gotten that 
pinched look on his face when he discovered she’d smeared chocolate on his grey slacks. 


“It's what little children do,” he’d said, almost smiling and Brother and Lan Wangji had 
exchanged an incredulous look. 


Jingyi charmed A-Yuan most of all. They went very quickly from being confused that they 
had no languages in common to speaking some kind of hybrid Shanghainese-Mandarin- 
English twin language (with some Spanish thrown in because A- Yuan had gotten obsessed 


with Dora the Explorer) that no one else could understand, even Lan Wangji, who spoke all 
of their languages. 


Jingyi included A-Yuan in all her adventures and schemes and A-Yuan went along more than 
willingly, encouraging her with his endless imagination, though often tempering her with 
reason (as much as a five-year-old reasonably could). They dressed in each other”s clothes 
and took all their naps together and when they began pre-school (for proper socialization and 
also because Lan Wangji couldn't get any work done with Jingyi around) they insisted that 
they were twins and took advantage of how often white people couldn't tell them apart (they 
had different hairstyles!) to play tricks on them. 


On the hundredth day of Jingyi and A-Yuan's adoptions, they held a hundred-day party and 
everyone came; Brother and Uncle and Brother's partner Meng Yao and Uncle's roommate 
and the Jiangs and Jin Zixuan and Jin Ling (who was, according to A-Yuan, still very boring) 
and Nie Huaisang and his brother Nie Mingjue (who spent the whole party talking with 
Brother and Meng Yao) and even Luo Qingyang (who Lan Wangji had run into at the 
Chinese market in Amherst) and her husband. 


And Greg, the cashier from the co-op, and his boyfriend, and Eve the librarian and Wen 
Qing's co-workers from the health center and Wen Ning's friends from school, and Granny's 
friends from her mahjong circle and the children and parents and teachers from the twins” 
preschool. 


And the children ran around, trying to pet the chickens, and the adults stood around and ate 
and talked and drank and people came and went and hugged and reminisced and Lan Wangji 
stood among them surrounded by people he loved and who loved him (and acquaintances and 
strangers) and he was still a solar system missing a sun, he still went to bed lonely and alone 
(unless the children snuck in to cuddle with him), he still had regrets, he still dreamed of a 
bright laugh and a beautiful smile, but he wasn't- and he would never again be- alone. 


Identity 


Chapter Summary 


What would Wei Wuxian do if he wasn't certain of his gender or his identity? He'd 
explore the possibilities until he figured it out. 


Chapter Notes 


Chapter specific content warning; mild name and pronoun-based gender dysphoria, 
some small enforcement of gender norms, misgendering. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Lan Wangji wasn’t sure when it started that being referred to as a ‘man’ made him flinch a 
little (on the inside). Maybe it always had but so much of the world made him flinch that it 
just took until he was more comfortable in the rest of his life for him to notice. 


“Must run in the family,” Greg said. “You’re all very handsome men.” His eyes flickered up 
to Lan Wangji’s face and then away again. 


I dont want to be called ‘man’ Lan Wangji thought, and the thought startled him. What did 
he want to be called if not a ‘man’? He wasn’t a woman- ‘woman’ felt even more foreign. So 
what? And why? 


He was a man, he thought. He obviously was. He was tall and broad-shouldered and deep- 
voiced. He had a penis and testicles and probably a Y chromosome, though as far as he knew 
he’d never been karyotyped. He wore clothes he bought in the men’s section. He was a 
‘brother’ and a ‘nephew’ and an ‘uncle’ and now a ‘father.’ He went into the men’s restroom. 
He had an ‘m’ on his license. 


And yet... it grated on him, somehow, the way things did when they were incorrect, like 
when someone pronounced a word wrong or got their facts mixed up, except he’d learned to 
let those things go- it wasn't important how someone pronounced ‘espresso’ or that they 
thought mushrooms were plants. But this grated on him worse; this was a fact about Lan 
Wangji, a mispronunciation of who he was (somehow worse than every white person ever 
mispronouncing his actual name, ‘Lan’ like it rhymed with ‘Tan’, ‘Wang’ like it rhymed with 


‘Fang’, the ‘j’ in ‘ji’ a hopeless cause) because mispronouncing his name wasn't a complete 
misunderstanding of who he was (or maybe it was and he was just so used to it he didn’t 
notice anymore how much it bothered him). 


Not that he understood who he was. Not that he had any names for this. 


He looked in the mirror and saw a man. Button-up shirt and jeans because that’s what he’d 
always worn (since leaving his corporate job and moving to the countryside) and he didn’t 
know what else to wear. 


The repeatedly mended bracelet Wei Ying had given him so long ago, a tangle of red beads 
and black thread was the only thing he wore that made him feel like himself, whatever that 
self was. 


Then one bright, sunny Saturday, when the twins were spending the weekend with Yanli and 
Jin Ling, (who, at three, had moved from ‘boring all the time’ to ‘boring some of the time’) 
and the Wens were off at their jobs (except for Granny, who was puttering around with her 
flowers), Lan Wangji's eye caught on a framed drawing he’d had since he was a teenager. 


He took it down from the wall and held it in his hands, contemplating it for a long moment, 
before holding it against his upper arm. He opened google maps and made a few phone calls. 


On Sunday Jingyi grabbed his upper arm when she was climbing into his lap and he winced 
and Wen Qing looked at him suspiciously. On Monday he peeled the bandage off and studied 
his arm in the mirror. A little blue robot, holding a little red heart stared back at him. He 
rummaged around until he found a t-shirt, one of Wei Ying’s old ones, that Wen Qing had 
given him when they were moving. 


Here , she'd said, gruffly. You re the only one these will fit. 


Not entirely- Wei Ying had been slightly taller than him (though he’d never admit it) but 
more slender and carrying around toddlers and weeding the gardens and shoveling snow had 
built up his arms in a way yoga never had. 


T-shirts had never seen like his thing, but he’d kept them because they’d been Wei Ying’s, 
and he pulled one on now, a red shirt, worn to softness, advertising a band he’d never heard 
of. 


It exposed the tattoo. Lan Wangji stared at himself in the mirror, at the tattoo, shining with 
the lotion he’d slathered on it, at himself dressed in Wei Ying’s shirt. It still wasn’t him, he 
thought. He probably wasn’t a band t-shirt kind of person. He wasn’t even sure he was a 
tattoo kind of person, though he liked it, liked how it revealed something important about 
him. But... it wasn’t the default anymore. It was a conscious choice. 


Wen Qing eyed the tattoo and the t-shirt and said nothing. Wen Ning gushed over the tattoo 
and fondly reminisced about the t-shirt- he’d been with Wei Ying when he’d found it in a 
thrift store. The twins looked at the tattoo with curiosity and Jingyi kept trying to rub it to see 
if she could get it to come off, but they lost interest pretty quickly because they’d gone to a 
ballet recital Jin Zixuan’s cousin’s daughter had been in with Yanli and now they were on a 
campaign to convince Lan Wangji to let them take ballet lessons, which he wasn't against in 
principle , but the nearest ballet studio was a thirty-minute drive and driving them there and 
back would play havoc with their schedule. 


Lan Wangji spent a few months carefully considering what the people around him wore, and 
then he bought himself a pair of converses in metallic blue and a pair of black pants that 
flared at the bottom and made his ass look, according to Wen Ning, ‘delicious’. 


On his weekly trips to Northampton, to bring the twins to ballet class, he sat in coffee shops 
and watched the college students come and go with their young, experimental styles; flowing 
bohemian skirts, ripped jeans that reminded him of Wei Ying, cover-alls, kilts. Northampton 
was full of queer people, full of kids who seemed completely confident in their expression 
who seemed to know exactly who they were. 


Lan Wangji had never really known who he was. He wasn’t even sure he was queer, really. 
He’d only ever wanted to have sex with Wei Ying. He’d tried kissing other people, thought 
about having sex with other people, and it had at best been boring and at worst made him feel 
disgusted and disgusting. Even the touch of their hands on his skin had felt wrong. Even their 
lusting gazes on his body. 


It didn’t really matter what the label was, he’d decided long ago. It wouldn’t change 
anything. Wei Ying had been his and then hadn’t been his, but he was still Wei Ying’s. 


The twins came out of ballet class crying. Or A-Yuan was crying and Jingyi’s face was red 
and her little fists were clenched. Lan Wangji squatted down to hug them and they threw their 
arms around him. “What’s wrong?” he asked. 


A-Yuan gulped and buried his tear-streaked, snot-covered face in Lan Wangji’s neck, which 
was disgusting, but not important at the moment. 


“Miss Susan said A-Yuan has to dress like a boy,” Jingyi said, scowling. “And I have to dress 
like a girl! But I don’t want to wear a stupid leotard. It makes my underwear feel all funny, 
and A-Yuan wants to wear a skirt so he can twirl around and she wouldn’t let him because 
skirts are for girls! It’s so unfair!” 


Lan Wangji stroked her hair. “It’s not fair," he agreed. “You should get to wear what you 
want to.” 


When he’d been little he’d wanted to wear dresses, he remembered. There had been a dress- 
up box at the preschool he and Brother had gone to and it was full of sparkly princess dresses 


and Lan Wangji had wanted to put them on and spin around but he’d been told dresses were 
for girls and all the other little kids had made fun of him and called him a girl and a sissy, like 
1t was something bad. 


“PII talk to Miss Susan," Lan Wangji promised. “Do you want to go buy some skirts to wear 
at home?” he asked A-Yuan. 


A-Yuan pulled his head out of Lan Wangji's neck and sniffed. “I can?" he asked. 


“Of course you can,” Lan Wangji said. “You can wear whatever you want to.” He brushed A- 
Yuan’s hair out of his face. The twins had decided to grow their hair long because the girl in 
their favorite anime series wore hers in twin buns at the top of her head. 


“PII tell you a secret,” Lan Wangji continued. “You can wear girl's clothes if you're a boy, 
and you can wear boy’s clothes if you’re a girl, but you don’t even have to be a boy if you 
don’t want to be one. And Jingyi doesn’t have to be a girl. When people are born the doctors 
decide if they are a girl or a boy because they have a penis or a vulva, but you can decide that 
they are wrong at any time. You don't even have to be a boy or a girl if you don’t want to 
be," he added, thinking of Nie Huaisang. Oh. Oh. Ooooohhhhhhh... 


“Really?” Jingyi asked skeptically. 


Lan Wangji nodded. “I know people who decided that the doctors were wrong and even 
though the doctors thought they were girls or boys they knew they were the other one. And I 
know people who decided that they weren’t either.” 


“But what are you if you’re not a girl or a boy?” A-Yuan asked. 
“You’re a person,” Lan Wangji said. 


Jingyi still looked doubtful at this information that contradicted everything she’d experienced 
so far in the world, but A-Yuan had stopped crying, so Lan Wangji got out the wipes and 
cleaned his face and hand. 


“You want to go buy a skirt or a dress?” Lan Wangji asked and A-Yuan nodded, so they went 
to the girl’s section in the department store and bought two of the most sparkly, flowy skirts 
they could find because even though Jingyi wasn’t really into wearing skirts, she wanted to 
wear one if A-Yuan did. For moral support or because they liked doing things together he 
really couldn’t tell. 


Lan Wangji googled ‘non-binary fashion’ and ‘what do non-binary people wear’ and ‘how to 
tell if you’re non-binary’. He stared at himself in the mirror and tried to imagine what he 
wanted to wear. Did he want to wear jewelry? Did he want to wear a dress? Did he want to 
wear a sparkly skirt and spin around with the twins? 


He texted Nie Huaisang and asked if Nie Huaisang wanted to meet for brunch, and of course 
Nie Huaisang did, they lived for brunch, brunch was their favorite thing ever, if they could 


eat brunch for every meal they would. 


Lan Wangji never really understood brunch. It was just going to a restaurant, as far as he 
could tell, and being able to pick if you wanted to eat breakfast or lunch foods. Maybe the 
appeal was day-drinking, he reasoned, watching Nie Huaisang happily take a big sip of their 
mimosa. 


“Not drinking, Wangji?" Nie Huaisang asked, grinning at him. 


Lan Wangji shook his head. “I never really developed an alcohol tolerance," he admitted. 
“And I do have to drive home at some point.” 


“Ah, yes; you're a responsible man now. Children, household, all that.” 


Lan Wangji looked down and Nie Huaisang tilted their head. “You know, Wangji,” they said. 
“There are two reasons old friends I haven’t spoken to in a while contact me out of the blue 
and I don’t think you’re interested in trying to become an Instagram influencer.” 


Lan Wangji, who only had the vaguest idea of what an Instagram influencer was, shook his 
head. 


“Let’s hear it then,” Nie Huaisang said, taking another sip of his mimosa. 
Lan Wangji frowned, not knowing where to start. 


“You're beginning to question your gender?" Nie Huaisang prompted gently, leaning 
forward. 


Lan Wangji looked up at them, at their perfectly done hair and lace-trimmed shirt. 
Nie Huaisang smiled kindly. 
“How do you know?” Lan Wangji asked, finally. “How are you certain?” 


Nie Huaisang leaned back and unfurled their fan, sighing. “You don’t,” they said. “Or maybe 
there are people out there who are certain, 100% certain, but I think for a lot of us it’s always 
going to be a... a leap of faith.” 


“Faith in what?” Lan Wangji asked. 


“Ourselves, I guess?” Nie Huaisang said. “And believing that we don’t have to be certain.” 
They laughed- or snorted. “Cis people don’t have to be certain. Straight people don’t have to 
be certain. They’re the default. They just get to be who everyone tells them they are. But the 
rest of us... we’ve got to accept ourselves the way we are. 


“If you don’t think you’re cis that’s good enough. If you’re not sure that’s good enough. If 
you’re confused that’s good enough. You just have to feel out what makes you comfortable, 
what makes you feel like yourself. And you don’t have to do anything if you don’t want to. 
You don’t have to come out or change your pronouns or dress differently. You can be non- 
binary or a trans-woman and not change anything about your life. 


“It's the pain that always comes with freedom,” they added. “You get to determine for 
yourself, but you have to determine for yourself. I can't tell you if you're non-binary or 
whatever you think you might be. All I can tell you is that there’s no threshold you have to 
cross to be trans. You don’t have to meet some criteria of androgyny or femininity or non- 
masculinity. If you feel inside yourself that you’re not cis then you’re trans.” They snapped 
the fan closed in emphasis. 


They smiled. 
“So...” Lan Wangji began. “There’s no questionnaire? Test?” 


“Nope,” Nie Huaisang said. “There”s just you and yourself alone in a blank space. If you had 
no body, no preconceptions, no expectation, nothing weighing on you, who would you be? 
Would you be a man? Would you be a woman? Would you be both or neither or something 
else or something in between?” 


They took a bite of their french toast, then grinned. “That’s all I can help you with, on the 
knowing your gender side of things,” they said. “But... if you’re interested in trying out some 
new styles, I can help you there.” 


“New styles?” Lan Wangji asked, uncertainly. 


“Clothing,” Nie Huaisang said. They grinned. “Let me take you shopping. Let me give you 
a... are you interested in makeup at all? I can show you some things.” 


“Makeup?” Lan Wangji repeated. Wei Ying had put makeup on him a few times, in high 
school, always stolen from his sister’s stash, but Lan Wangji had been scared someone would 
see and always washed it off. 


What had he been scared of? He couldn’t remember now. 
Nie Huaisang clapped his hands. “Jewelry? Piercings?” 
Lan Wangji hesitated. 


Nie Huaisang took another bite of their french toast. “Tell you what,” they said. “PI make, 
like, an album for you- stuff I think you’d look good in, and you can look at the pictures and 
think about what you like and don’t like. That would probably make actually going shopping 
a lot easier.” 


Lan Wangji nodded. “That would be easier,” he said. 


Nie Huaisang asked Lan Wangji if he wanted a hug before they parted, and Lan Wangji 
wanted to say yes, but he was still feeling a little shook up and overwhelmed. “If you need 
any support,” Nie Huaisang said. “Like if you decide to come out and want someone there 
when you do it, or if you need help figuring out what to say, or if you just want to see what it 
feels like if someone uses different pronouns or a name for you, just ask.” 


Lan Wangji nodded. 


“I'm serious,” Nie Huaisang said. “We’ve never been very close, but trans people- and those 
who are questioning- have to support each other. And... I don’t think how much I can convey 
how much your brother helped me when I was coming out and he went to bat for me with the 
school and my brother... I honestly don’t know what would have happened to me without 
him. So if you want to think of it like me paying back that debt...” 


“Thank you," Lan Wangji said. I'll think about all this. But thank you. Just knowing you 
exist makes it so much easier.” 


Nie Huaisang smiled. “I live to inspire,” they said and winked. 


Later, at home, Lan Wangji settled into a lotus position and closed his eyes. If he was in a 
blank space, just him and nothing else, would he be a man? There was no indecision, no 
uncertainty, no confusion in the answer that came back to him. No. He’d just be a person. 
He’d just be himself. 


Lan Wangji bought a sparkly skirt and he and the twins put on their sparkly skirts and danced 
around the living room in them. Wen Ning came into the living room and made puppy dog 
eyes and so Lan Wangji bought a sparkly skirt for him too. 


Lan Wangji looked at the pictures Nie Huaisang sent him 7 think this top would look 
amazing on you’, ‘have you thought about wearing heels? You'd be the most amazing, 
intimidating bitch ever in these heels’, ‘these pants are so full they kind of look like you’re 
wearing a skirt, but might be a little less intimidating than wearing an actual skirt’, ‘have 
you considered an undercut? Look at this amazing hairstyle- it would be perfect for you’. 


Nie Huaisang came over with their makeup kit and Lan Wangji tried on lipgloss and 
eyeshadow and they taught him how to do eyeliner with wings and dusted just a little powder 
across his face to make his skin glow. 


Nie Huaisang took him clothes shopping and he bought pants that swirled around his ankles 
and shirts with wide flowing sleeves and elegant embroidered jackets and a white dress that 
flared out to hide his lack of hips. 


Nie Huaisang took him to their favorite stylist who gave him an undercut and taught him how 
to pin the rest of his hair up into a number of elegant updos. 


Lan Wangji went to a piercing parlor and got a row of silver rings running up the edge of his 
left ear, went to a tattoo artist and got a wreath of gentians- his mother’s favorite flower- to 
frame the blue robot, and a design of clouds and ribbons and stars snaking down his arm. 


Wen Qing watched his wardrobe change without saying anything and then one day brought 
out her collection of nail polish and offered to do his nails. Wen Ning claimed he found skirts 
to be much more comfortable and started wearing them around the house. Yanli gave him a 


beautiful silver necklace for his birthday. Brother revealed a little gentian flower tattooed on 
his ankle. 


Nie Huaisang invited Lan Wangji to brunches and dinners with their friends and introduced 
them as 'they/ them’ and Lan Wangji wore high heels and winged eyeshadow and their hair 
up in a chignon and people stared at them in admiration and asked them where they got their 
heels and their jacket and their tattoos. 


"I'm non-binary,” Lan Wangji told Wen Qing and Wen Ning. “My pronouns are they/them.” 


Wen Qing smiled and thanked them for trusting them, and Wen Ning said ‘yay!’ and asked 
Lan Wangji if he could hug them. 


“I'm not a boy or a girl,” Lan Wangji told the twins. “I’m a person. Call me Mada, not Baba." 


The twins, who were more interested in convincing Lan Wangji to buy them an archery set 
(never happening, not when Jingyi had managed to go to the hospital three times in the last 
year and send A-Yuan to the hospital twice) than in gender, accepted this without further 
question and when they forgot and said ‘baba’ and were corrected would roll their eyes and 
press on with the much more important topic of why couldn’t they have ponies, they already 
had rabbits and surely ponies were just as easy to care for than rabbits were and no Jingyi 
wouldn’t try to do tricks on the back of her pony like in the movie they’d watched about the 
girl who was in the circus, why would Mada even think she’d do anything like that, no she 
hadn’t been practicing her pony-back tricks on the boulder in the backyard, that had just been 
rock dancing, yes rock dancing was a thing, didn’t Mada know anything? 


Tattoos curled down Lan Wangji’s arms and their hair grew longer and when they were 
feeling fancy they put on eyeliner and lip gloss and dressed in sweater-tunics and leggings 
and wedge-heeled boots that laced up their legs and made them really impossibly tall and 
every time they looked in the mirror they looked more and more and more like themself. 


And yes, when they went out people stared and whispered, but people had always stared and 
whispered. Lan Wangji had always been (or since they were seventeen had been) a six-foot 
tall Chinese American living in one of the whitest states in the country, with long hair braided 
down their back, had always been (variously) handsome, pretty, hot, angelic, a thirst trap, 
flawless, impossibly good-looking, (and in Wei Ying’s words) devastatingly beautiful. If 
wearing lipstick and flowing blouses made them more of a spectacle, more likely to be stared 
at and whispered about and asked ‘where do you come from?’ or *you're not from around 
here, are you?’, it wasn’t as bad as they’d thought it would be. 


At least they were finally staring at them. 


Chapter End Notes 


Nie Huaisang's speech is more or less my take on gender and non-binariness. 
'Determine' might not be the best word choice. I mean it like 'understand what your 
gender is' not 'choose what your gender is'. YMMV- everyone has a different experience 
with gender! 


"Mada": mama + dada. Jingyi often also calls them 'Mad' and 'Maddy' usually: "Mada! 
Maaaaaaaada! Maddy! Maaaaaaaadddy! Mad! A-Mad! Mada!". She really reminds them 
of Wei Ying. 
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Lan Wangji started their contracting company (calling it a company always seemed like a 
stretch- they didn’t employ anyone besides themself) with the intention of trying to focus on 
helping companies that were trying to improve the world; environmental, social justice, 
health non-profits which needed to contract a programmer or data analyst to improve their 
research or data management or to build an app to carry out their vision. They were qualified, 
well respected in the field, with an MS in computer science and data science and, of course, 
that Regional award from the Google Science fair (though it still embarrassed them to put 
that on their resume). 


And Brother was well connected and knew everyone and even though he disapproved of Lan 
Wangji's life choices (at least at first) he still recommended them to everyone he knew. 


They did work they thought was important and interesting; setting up data pipelines for a 
bail-out fund, analyzing high school drop-out data, fixing the website of several local 
businesses for free because unintuitive websites really frustrated them. 


They didn’t have to work for pay. They had a trust fund large enough to provide for them and 
the twins for the rest of their natural lives, as long as they didn’t make start spending lavishly 
on yachts or private islands. So if something came to their attention that they thought was 
valuable- and they wouldn’t be stealing work from someone who needed it- they did it pro 
bono. 


Or if it was just really interesting. 


One of those interesting things was a closed, invite-only webserver, this one focused on 
attempts to circumvent Chinese censorship controlling web access, and, specifically, a post 
on it. 


Check out this bit of code I found! the post read. Its not functional, but it's a really interesting 
idea. 


They read more of the details, then opened the attached python script, scanning it for the 
items the poster had been particularly interested in and was surprised to find that the script 
seemed familiar. 


Everyone wrote code in a slightly different way- you could tell how someone had learned 
programming, for example, whether they’d learned it in school or from a book or online 
course or were entirely self-taught. Self-taught people tended to have odd quirks, clumsy 
workarounds for something someone who learned the language in a systematic way would 
have just done with the function designed for that purpose. But when you were self-taught it 
often seemed easier to create your own method than spending hours searching for how you 
were supposed to do it, and then you got in the habit of doing it that way, and even when you 
learned the simpler, easier method everyone else used you still did it, whatever it was. 


This code did something like that, a quirky solution for something everyone else just used a 
basic function for, something Lan Wangji had only ever seen one coder do, the person who’d 
first taught them python. 


Wei Ying. 


They hastily clicked back to the original post and read it again. A few years old , they read. 
Came across it on a site that hasn t been updated in a while. 


They looked back at the code, found Wei Wuxian’s signature everywhere. The ingenious 
solutions he’d come up with, the way he’d written the comments, the names he’d assigned 
values to; everything about it screamed Wei Ying. 


Lan Wangji pushed themself away from their computer, went over to the window, pressed 
their forehead against the cool glass. 


Wei Ying, Wei Ying, Wei Ying. He'd been gone ten years- A- Yuan had been a baby when he'd 
left, Jin Ling not yet born. Lan Wangji had been sad and miserable, living a life they’d hated 
in Boston. The Wens had been living in that miserable apartment in Worcester, trying to 
decide whether they needed heat or food more. 


Were they just delusional? Imagining Wei Ying’s signature on the code? Could it be 
possible...? 


But this code came from China- that was clear. And getting around censorship- that’s 
something Wei Ying would be passionate about doing. 


They laughed at themself. China was a country of 1.4 billion people. Millions of people there 
could code in python, probably. Maybe thousands were interested in getting around 
censorship. The chance of one of them having a style similar to Wei Ying’s versus the chance 
of Lan Wangji just happening to come across code written by Wei Ying... 


A flicker of motion outside the window caught Lan Wangji’s attention. Jingy1, A-Yuan, and 
Zizhen running up the driveway, their backpacks bouncing on their backs, Jingyi winning, as 
she always did, even weighed down by the extra duffel full of her soccer gear and , Lan 
Wangji saw with amusement, A-Yuan's gugin. 


“Mada!” Jingyi shouted up the stairs. “Mada! We're home!” 


Lan Wangji went out onto the landing so they could look down at their daughter. “Did you 
have a good day at school?" they asked. 


Jingyi made a face. “That idiot Landon Cooper was bullying Zizhen again," she said. “Mada, 
just a warning- I might have to punch him one of these days." 


“Id prefer you didn’t,” Lan Wangji said, wincing. 
“Mada!” A-Yuan called, panting. “I got a hundred on my biology test!” 
“Good job,” Lan Wangji said. “How did you do, Jingyi?" 


Jingyi made a face. “Mada,” she said. “Is it really reasonable that we have to memorize like 
twelve organelles and their shapes and functions? I just don't think it's quality use of our 
time. Surely science is more about understanding than memorization?" 


“And yet, it is your lot in life," Lan Wangji said. “What about you, Zizhen?” they asked. 
Zizhen held up a hand, panting hard. 
“She got a ninety-three!” A-Yuan said. 


“Wow, congratulations!” Lan Wangji said. “I guess we'll have to go out for ice cream later.” 
Non-dairy ice cream, of course. A-Yuan and milk did not mix well. 


Zizhen looked up at them and grinned. 


“What about me?" Jingyi pouted. “I almost got an eighty. It really wouldn't be fair to take 
them and not me!" 


A-Yuan said something to her softly in their twin language- probably offering to share his ice 
cream with her- and Jingyi brightened. 


“Take it up with A-Qing," Lan Wangji said. "She's the tough parent around here." 
“Ugh,” Jingyi said. “ Fine . Come on, let's get a snack." 


“Don’t forget to throw your soccer things in the laundry!" Lan Wangji called after her. 


They went back into their office and read the code again. It could have been someone who'd 
learned code the same way Wei Ying had learned it, they thought. It could have been 


someone who’d learned code from Wei Ying. And yet and yet and yet... 


Lan Wangji stood up, paced the length of their small office, sat back down, shook their head, 
closed down their browser, then opened it again, went to their history and went back to the 
email. They could... it wouldn't hurt to... 


They copied the email of the OP and opened an email address they used when they wanted to 
be anonymous. 


Hi- I know this probably sounds super sketch, but can you give me any more info about the 
source of this code? I could swear it was written by an old classmate of mine I'd love to get 
back into contact with. Wow, that sounds even more sketchy than I thought it would. If you 
have any more info though, I can provide some credentials- prove I'm on the straight and 
narrow. 


There is no way anyone would reply to that email, they thought, as they sent it. And even if 
they did, OP had said it was a few years old, from a discontinued site; what were the chances 
that they'd have any info that would be at all useful? 


Lan Wangji stood up and stretched, then paced downstairs. The teenagers were sitting around 
the kitchen table eating celery and carrot and crackers and hummus and laughing about 
something on Jingyi's phone. 


“Mada,” A-Yuan said, when they entered the kitchen. “Did you see this post from Aunkle 
Sang? It's amazing." They held up Jingyi's phone. 


*Yeah," Lan Wangji said. 


"They're so incredible," Zizhen sighed. Zizhen idolized Nie Huaisang and the few times 
they'd met, when A-Sang had been over to dinner, they'd spent the whole time staring at 
them in star-struck panic. 


Lan Wangji opened the refrigerator and looked inside it, couldn't remember why they'd done 
that, then opened one of the kitchen cabinets. 


“Mada?” Jingyi asked. “Are you okay?" 
“Hm?” Lan Wangji asked, turning to look at her. 
“You were staring at those plates for like a minute," Jingyi said. 


“Oh,” Lan Wangji said, pouring themself a cup of water and walking over to the table to join 
them. “I’m sorry- I’m a little distracted.” 


“A work problem?” A-Yuan asked. 


Lan Wangji nodded. “A puzzle,” they said. 


“You want to talk it out?” A-Yuan offered. “Sometimes that helps.” 


Lan Wangji smiled at him. “Thank you for the offer,” they said. “But I don't even know 
where to begin.” 


“Begin... at the beginning!” the teenagers chorused, then looked at each other and giggled. 
“Who’s cooking dinner tonight?" Lan Wangji asked. 


“Uncle Ning and Zizhen,” Jingyi said. “And Zizhen promised it wouldn’t be mushrooms. But 
there are a lot of mushrooms in the refrigerator and I am suspicious .” 


“T said there would be a non-mushroom option,” Zizhen protested. 
“Tve heard that before,” Jingyi said, suspiciously. 


“Wow,” Zizhen said, crossing her arms and pouting. “You don’t trust me. My best friend 
doesn’t trust me.” 


“Okay,” Jingyi said. “If we’re going to go there, I’m going to have to bring up the onion 
incident.” 


Zizhen gasped and looked quickly at Lan Wangji. “You wouldn’t,” she whispered. 
Lan Wangji stood up. “Sounds like something I don’t want to know about,” they said. 
“You don’t,” A-Yuan agreed. 


Lan Wangji waggled their finger at them. “Do your homework, don’t do drugs, practice safe 
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sex. 


“Okay, Mada,” Jingyi said, rolling her eyes. She jumped up. “I’m going to get my chores 
done before it gets dark.” 


“Doing your chores once isn’t going to convince Auntie Qing to let you get ice cream with 
us,” A-Yuan called after her as she bounded out of the kitchen. “You sure you’re okay, 
Mada?” he asked, putting away the hummus and vegetables. 


“Yeah, little turnip,” Lan Wangji said, fondly. “I’ve got a little more work to do.” 


Yeah, good job being super sus. I wouldn t have replied to this at all but I’m curious what 
kind of ‘credentials’ you have. 


Lan Wangji replied with the address of their blogging website. Send an email to the contact 
listed here and I'll reply to you. 


They leaned back in their chair. The person they were corresponding with couldn’t have been 
in China- it was early morning there, they thought. How useful could this possibly be? 


From downstairs they could hear Wen Qing’s voice “a 77? How did you get a 77 on your 
biology exam? Did you even study? Yeah? How much did you study? Uh-huh. I’m going to 
be corresponding with your teacher about this. Well, if you don’t want me to talk to your 
teacher don't get a ‘C’ on an exam. No, you can't come with us to get ice cream. No, I don’t 
care that you finally cleaned out the rabbit hutch. No, A-Yuan can’t bring half of his ice 
cream back to share with you.” 


Their email pinged 
from: mxy@crazymask.net 
to: hanguangjun@scriptarticle.net 


Holy shit, you’re really Hanguang-jun? No fucking way. I read all of your blog posts in 
scriptarticle. This is so crazy- I wish I could ask for an autograph, but I don’t even know how 
that would work. 


But I gotta tell you, I don’t know your chances of finding this dude. I can reach out to some 
people in the scene- where I got hooked up with that website in the first place, but everyone’s 
really squirrely, you know? Gotta protect yourself. 


What’s your interest in finding him anyway? I mean ‘this script might have been written by 
an old classmate’ is that really a reason to dm a rando etc? 


from: hanguangjun@scriptarticle.net 
to: mxy@crazymask.net 


I am Hanguang-jun. I’m glad you find my blog posts worthwhile. I understand that it’s a long 
shot, but this is someone I was very close to and value, and being able to contact him again 
would mean a great deal to me and our other friends. Any information you could provide 
would be helpful. 


from: mxy@crazymask.net 
to: hanguangjun@scriptarticle.net 


I'll see what I can do, but I mean does this dude even want to contact you? If you were so 
close, you’d think he’d have reached out somehow... Also, it would help to know who I’m 
trying to help you find 


from: hanguangjun@scriptarticle.net 
to: mxy@crazymask.net 


I don’t think he understood how much he was cared for and valued. I think he thought it 
would be easier for all of us if he just disappeared, but he was wrong. I'd just like the chance 
to be able to communicate to him how many people love him and miss him. 


As for telling you more about him, I supposed I have the same privacy concerns you do. I 
don’t know how dangerous it would be for him to have his name circulating around... 


from: mxy@crazymask.net 
to: hanguangjun@scriptarticle.net 


Lucky for you I’m a sappy romantic who knows what it’s like to think everyone will be better 
off without you. Tell you what I'll ask around, see what I can find out. 


from: hanguangjun@scriptarticle.net 
to: mxy@crazymask.net 


Thank you. I hope the people in your life are better at convincing you of your worth than I 
was. 


from: mxy@crazymask.net 
to: hanguangjun@scriptarticle.net 


Thank you. I don’t think anyone can convince you of your worth but yourself, but it does 
really help to have people who love you who let you know that they love you. I'll let you 
know if I find anything. 


Lan Wangji couldn’t sleep. They lay in their bed for hours, trying to convince themself that 
there was no point in checking their email- mxy couldn’t possibly get any kind of response 
that fast. They couldn’t get their hopes up. Restlessly, they got up and padded down the stairs 
to the living room. 


“Zizhen,” they whispered in surprise, seeing the child curled up on the couch, staring at her 
phone. “You should be sleeping. It’s a school night.” 


Zizhen looked up at them and frowned. “Sorry, Mada,” they said, then clapped a hand over 
their mouth, blushing. “Oh, sorry- I mean Ji-gege.” 


Lan Wangji sat down on the other end of the couch. “You can call me Mada,” they said. 
Zizhen colored even more. 

“What are you doing up?” they asked the teenager. 

“Oh,” Zizhen said. “I’m sorry. I just couldn’t sleep.” 

“I couldn't sleep either,” Lan Wangji said. “Would you like me to make you some tea?" 


“Oh,” Zizhen said. “That would be nice." They stood up and followed Lan Wangji into the 
kitchen, the blanket still wrapped around them. 


“Why can't you sleep, Mada?" they asked, perching on a stool while Lan Wangji filled the 
kettle and put it on the stove then began rummaging around for the herbal tea. 


Lan Wangji looked up at them and blinked, then began to measure the tea into the teapot. 
“Have you heard of Wei Wuxian?" they asked. 


Zizhen hesitated. “A-Xian?” they asked. 
Lan Wangji nodded. 


“He was someone everyone cared about,” Zizhen said. “He got deported back to China? And 
no one could find him?" 


Lan Wangji nodded again. 


"There's a picture of him in the living room," Zizhen said. “And A-Yuan has a picture of the 
two of them together. And he drew your tattoo." 


Lan Wangji nodded again. *He's how we all came to live together," they said. *Because we 
all missed him so much." 


Zizhen wrapped her arms around her legs. “He must have been really special,” she said. 


“He is,” Lan Wangji said. They poured the water into the teapot and set it on the table with a 
pair of cups. 


“You couldn't sleep because you still miss him?" Zizhen asked, watching the steam rise from 
the teapot. 


“Promise not to tell anyone?" Lan Wangji asked. “I don't want to get people's hopes up?" 


Zizhen nodded. 


“I might have a lead- I might be able to find him." 


They poured the tea and handed Zizhen a cup. “But it’s a very slim chance.” They shook their 
head. “I’m afraid nothing will come of it and I'll be really disappointed. Or maybe I'll be able 
to get in touch with him and he'll tell me he never wants to talk to me again.” 


Zizhen smelled the tea. “That sounds hard. I don’t know if I’d even be brave enough to try,” 
she said. She sighed. 


“I wouldn't have been brave enough when I was your age,” Lan Wangji said. “I wasn’t, once, 
and I still regret it. That's how I got the courage; because I’ve experienced both regret and 
rejection and I know that regret is worse. Now you tell me what’s been keeping you up,” they 
said. 


“Oh,” Zizhen bit her lip. “I thought my mom was going to call today,” she said. “She said she 
was going to try to call in a week and that was eight days ago.” 


“I'm sorry,” Lan Wangji said. 


Zizhen brushed a lock of her hair out of her face. “I keep hoping... I don’t know. It’s stupid. I 
keep hoping they'll realize they love me enough to accept me for who I am. Mom keeps 
saying she needs more time to talk dad around, but... I keep telling myself I should stop 
waiting for them. That if they haven't accepted me by now they never will and if I keep 
hoping I'll just be hurting myself. It’s so dumb to want people who don’t want you back." 


“No,” Lan Wangji said. “That's not dumb. What's dumb is having a wonderful daughter and 
not loving her the way she deserves to be loved." 


“I know,” Zizhen said, wiping her face with her sleeve. “I know they don’t deserve me and 
everything and I should just start hating them, but I can't. She's still... they're still my 
parents." 


“I'm sorry,” Lan Wangji said. “Can I hug you?” 
Zizhen nodded and Lan Wangji walked over to her and wrapped their arms around her. 


“T know it's not the same,” Lan Wangji said, “but we love you and you'll always have a home 
here." 


Zizhen sniffed and wiped her face with her sleeve again. 


“T know,” she said. “I love you too, Mada. I’m so... I don't know what would have happened 
to me without you and everyone. When Jingyi said I could stay here I didn't believe her- I 
kept expecting you to tell me I had to leave and...” she sniffed again. “And you didn't." 


“I won't," Lan Wangji promised. “I never will. Even if you leave to go back with your 
parents or go to college, you can always come back." 


*What if I burned the house down?" Zizhen asked. 


“We’ll build a new one.” 

“What if I drop out of school?” 

Lan Wangji smiled. “And have to face A-Qing’s wrath?” 
Zizhen laughed, shakily. 


“My mom died when I was little,” Lan Wangji said, “and my dad just dropped my brother 
and me off at my uncle’s, even though my uncle was not prepared to raise children, and even 
though he loved us he never really knew how to be a good parent. I never really felt like I had 
a family until I moved in here. So when Jingyi needed a family, I knew I had to give her what 
Pd been given, and I think she felt the same way about you. We’re only a family because we 
welcome each other in.” 


“So now it’s my turn to find a stray?” Zizhen asked, laughing. 
“Only if you want to give up your bedroom,” Lan Wangji replied. 


Zizhen laughed again. 


from: mxy@crazymask.net 
to: hanguangjun@scriptarticle.net 


Just wanted to update you- I’ve messaged some of the people I think might know the OP of 
the code. No leads yet. I'll let you know if I hear anything. 


from: hanguangjun@scriptarticle.net 
to: mxy@crazymask.net 


Thank you for your efforts. I don’t have high expectations for this, so don't feel bad if it leads 
to nothing. 


from: mxy@crazymask.net 
to: hanguangjun@scriptarticle.net 


No probs! Like I said, I’m a romantic. I know what it’s like to run away and wish you hadn’t, 
so I hope this turns out happily for all of you. I'll keep you updated! 


Lan Wangji didn't even try to focus on their work. Instead, they went out to the garden and 
told Wen Ning to put them to work. Wen Ning had taken over the management of the garden 
when Uncle Four had died and when they’d started producing more vegetables than they’d 
been able to eat or give away, he made a deal with the co-op down the street to sell 1t there. It 
didn’t make much, but Wen Ning was so proud every time he brought a truckload of produce 
to the co-op. 


Wen Ning had frowned at Lan Wangji and set them to mixing the compost, then weeding the 
beds. It was good to do something mindless and draining and Wen Ning was always peaceful 
company, quiet and calm, often humming softly to himself when he worked. 


Wen Qing came home at the end of her shift and went out on the back porch and frowned at 
the two of them, splattered with dirt and mud. “What is up with you, Wangji?” she 
demanded. 


Lan Wangji looked at her in surprise. 
“You were supposed to pick up the kids half an hour ago,” Wen Qing said. 


“Oh fuck,” Lan Wangji said, dropping the hoe they'd been using and carefully making their 
way between the garden beds. 


“Yanli is coming to dinner with Jin Ling tonight,” Wen Qing said, “so I asked her to stop by 
and get them, so don’t worry about it. They’re big kids- they can wait. But it’s not like you.” 


“Tve been distracted,” Lan Wangji said. 

Wen Qing frowned more deeply. “You wanna talk about it?” she asked. 

Lan Wangji shook their head. 

“You taking your meds?” she asked. 

“Yes,” Lan Wangji said. 

“You eating enough? Getting enough sleep?” she asked. 

^| had trouble sleeping last night,” Lan Wangji admitted. 

“If you don’t fall asleep within an hour tonight, take your sleeping pills,” Wen Qing ordered. 


Lan Wangji looked at her. “It’s nothing like that,” they said, softly. “It’s not... it's not an 
internal thing. There’s just something going on I don’t want to talk about yet.” 


Wen Qing glared at him. “You gonna talk about it with your therapist?” she asked. “You have 
an appointment coming up soon?” 


“In a few weeks,” Lan Wangji said. 


“See if you can make one for this week,” Wen Qing ordered. 
“A-Qing...” Lan Wangji began. 


“No,” Wen Qing interrupted. “We’re not doing this again.” She pointed at them. “We. Are. 
Not.” 


“Okay,” Lan Wangji said, finally. 

Wen Qing snorted, then turned to walk inside. 

Lan Wangji turned to see Wen Ning watching him. 
“It's not like that,” they said, quietly. 

“Can’t hurt,” Wen Ning observed. 


“No,” Lan Wangji agreed. 


“Everything okay?” Yanli asked as they watched Jin Ling playing with his older cousins. 
Lan Wangji was getting really tired of that question. 
“Fine,” he said. “How’s everything with you guys?” 


Yanli smiled. “Good,” she said. “Zixuan is finally getting used to his new role as president of 
the company. It was a tough few years for him, so I’m glad that things are leveling out. And 
I’ve been thinking about going back for my master’s.” She sighed. 


“In Chinese Literature,” Lan Wangji said. 


“Yeah,” Yanli agreed. “I’ve always regretted that I had to drop out, but mom was sick and, 
you know...” 


“I know,” Lan Wangji agreed softly. “Are you applying to programs?” 


“Actually,” Yanli said, brightly, “I?ve been talking to my old advisor and she thinks she might 
be able to help me so I don’t have to do all the applications again. She said she might even be 
able to get a teaching assistantship for me. I don’t need it, of course, so I might not take it 
even if it was offered, so someone who really needed it could attend, but I think I'd enjoy 
teaching.” 


“You could be a TA and donate the money back to the University to be used as a 
scholarship," Lan Wangji suggested. 


Yanli brightened. “I guess I could- I didn’t even think of that. Thank you.” 


She smiled at the kids running around, kicking a ball between them, Jingyi passing the ball to 
A-Ling every chance she got so he wouldn’t feel left out even though he was so much 


smaller. 
“We raised some good kids,” she told them, raising her water to Lan Wangji in a toast. 


“Yes,” they agreed, tapping their glass against hers. 


from: mxy@crazymask.net 
to: hanguangjun@scriptarticle.net 


Hey, hanguang-jun! A friend of mine thinks she might know who wrote the code. Someone 
who calls himself Yiling Laozu. You ever see his name pop up? He’s kind of a legend around 
here. I don’t think he has any social media pages, but sometimes you see screenshots of posts 
and things attributed to him. It’s a lead of sorts, but I’ve no idea how you could go about 
tracking him down. 


from: hanguangjun@scriptarticle.net 
to: mxy@crazymask.net 


The name sounds familiar, but I don’t recall where I’ve seen it. Do you think the Yiling Laozi 
could be found in Yiling? 


from: mxy@crazymask.net 
to: hanguangjun@scriptarticle.net 


Like physically? Idk. Yiling’s not a small place, but it might be a stupid move for someone 
trying to remain anonymous. 


from: hanguangjun@scriptarticle.net 
to: mxy@crazymask.net 


Is there a non-physical Yiling? 


from: mxy@crazymask.net 


to: hanguangjun@scriptarticle.net 


I’ve heard that there’s some kind of online collective, but I don’t know if it’s the real Yiling 
Laozi or some imitators or something. Idk- it’s always seemed a little over dramatic to me 
and you don’t know me but... that’s a lot. I am a very dramatic person. I once tried to commit 
ritual suicide to coerce a vengeful spirit to take revenge on my family. 


from: hanguangjun@scriptarticle.net 
to: mxy@crazymask.net 


I'm glad it didn’t work. 


from: mxy@crazymask.net 
to: hanguangjun@scriptarticle.net 


haha how do you know it didn't. j/k look, I'll ask around more for you, see if I can find 
someone with any access to Yiling Laozi. But idk dude- everyone says he's really 
unpredictable and mysterious 


Group Chat (7 members) 

1:10 pm Wednesday 

I hope everyone is having a good week. 

I was wondering if the name *Yiling Laozu' meant anything to anyone 
Especially re: Wei Wuxian 

Jiang Yanli: Idk it sounds a little familiar? Like from one of A-Xian's comic books 
comic books? 

Jiang Yanli: didn't you ever see the comic books he wrote in middle school? 
Jiang Yanli: oh, I guess you wouldn't have 

Jiang Yanli: mom burned them all when he almost failed Chinese class 
Jiang Yanli: before we moved to Conn 

do you remember anything from them? 


Jiang Yanli: only that they were kind of violent 


Jiang Yanli: like yiling laozu was this anti-hero 

Jiang Yanli: that was always getting revenge 

Jiang Yanli: if A-Ling ever wrote something like that we’d throw him into therapy 
Wei Ying could have used therapy 


Jinag Yanli: we all could have used therapy 


4:23 pm Wednesday 

Wen Qing: did A-Yuan tell you about it? 

about what? 

Wen Qing: yiling laozu. A-Xian used to tell him stories about him 

Wen Qing: he lived in the burial mounds and controlled a horde of zombies 
Wen Qing: it always surprised me that they didn’t give A-Yuan nightmares 
Wen Qing: you should ask him or A-Ning 


Wen Qing: he’d remember better 


4:56 pm Wednesday 
Wen Ning: those stories were terrifying! 
Wen Ning: A-Yuan loved them 


Wen Ning: too bad jingyi was never around to hear them- she’d have loved them even more I 
bet 


Wen Qing: jingyi would have torn up all the bed sheets to make yiling laozu robes and make 
a-yuan play the donkey and cover the rabbits and chickens in green paint because zombies 
are supposed to be green 


Wen Ning: lol yeah 


Wen Qing put the dishes on the table then called for the teenagers. Jingji ran in a moment 
later, Zizhen following after her like a shadow, A-Yuan and Wen Ning showed up a few 
minutes later, helping Granny, who wasn’t stable on her feet any more. 


They were silent for a moment as they served themselves, and then Wen Qing fixed her laser 
focus on Lan Wangji. 


“Why were you asking about the Yiling Laozu?” she asked. 
*Yiling Laozu?" A-Yuan repeated, frowning. 


Lan Wangji considered for a moment. “There's a coder in China,” they said, “going by that 
name and it sounded familiar." 


“Like the stories Xian-gege used to tell," A-Yuan said. 


“You think it has something to do with Wei Wuxian?" Wen Ning asked. “Because of the 
name?" 


"They probably just got it from the manhua," Zizhen said, then shrank down a little when 
everyone looked at her. *Like your blogger name, Mada. That's where you got it from, 
right?" 


Lan Wangji stared at her. 


“What manhua?" Wen Qing asked. Lan Wangji could tell she was trying to speak gently, but 
speaking gently wasn't really in Wen Qing's wheelhouse. 


The Burial Mounds’,” Zizhen said. “It’s this online manhua I follow. Yiling Laozu is the 
main character, but Hanguang-jun is also in it. I thought that's where you got the name." 


“No,” Lan Wangji said, slowly. “It’s something Wei Ying used to call me." 
They all exchanged looks. 


“Zizhen,” Wen Ning said, slowly, like someone trying not to startle a wild animals, “can you 
show us this comic?" 


Zizhen looked around nervously. “It’s online,” she said. 

“You can bring your tablet to the table," Lan Wangji said. “This once.” 

Zizhen nodded and ran off. 

Wen Ning put his hand on Lan Wangji's shoulder and Lan Wangji leaned into the touch. 


Zizhen bounced back in, her tablet in her hand, and put it in the middle of the table. “See?” 
she said, pulling up the page for the online manhua. “The red and black figure there, that's 
the Yiling Laozu. He's a cultivator- it's a xianxia- and he has like a zombie army, so all the 
other cultivators hate him. Then that figure there, in the blue and white, that's Hanguang-jun. 
He's another cultivator. They're like... frenemies? Like Hanguang-jun is always saving the 
Yiling Laozu and protecting him, but then lecturing him about why he should stop raising 
zombies and be like the other cultivators. But the Yiling Laozu can't, for some reason." She 
frowned. *I don't think it was ever explained." 


“Ts that a child?” A-Yuan asked, pointing. 


“Yeah,” Zizhen said. “That's the Yiling Laozi’s kid, Little Radish. He's always joking that he 
gave birth to him but I... don’t think that’s actually true...?” 


“It has to be him,” Wen Ning said. “Right? The drawing even looks like his. And the 
names...” 


“What's the name of the author?” Wen Qing asked. 


“Oh,” Zizhen said. “This is like an online thing, so it’s a username not a real name. They call 
themself... ah... ‘lonely child’.” 


“Fuck,” Wen Qing said, “it has to be him, right?” 
“Ts it very popular?” Wen Ning asked. 


Zizhen shook her head. “Not really,” she said. “I guess it’s been getting more popular. When 
it first started I was, like, one of the first followers. Lonely child has even replied to some of 
my comments!” 


She looked up suddenly. “You can contact him,” she said. “Through a comment. If you think 
it’s him.” 


They looked at each other. 
“If we did,” Wen Qing said, “would he ignore it? Would he just be a stupid idiot like usual?” 


Lan Wangji touched the tablet lightly. “He wrote a comic,” they said. “Based on a story he 
used to tell to A-Yuan, with a character at least named after me, and one named after A- Yuan. 
Maybe... maybe he hoped we would see it?” 


“That’s you?” Zizhen asked A-Yuan. “Little Radish?” 

A-Yuan nodded. “Xian-gege used to call me that.” 

“Wow,” Zizhen said. “Wow! Wait until I tell all my friends! They’re going to be so jealous!” 
“Slow your roll,” Jingyi said. “Don’t tell anyone yet.” 


“I have an idea,” Lan Wangji, thinking of their conversations with mxy. 


Chapter End Notes 


Imma come clean here; the only programming language I know is R, and the only 
computer science I know is like a little bit of data management and bioinformatics, so 
some of the computer stuff might be a little sketchy. 


'Lonely Child' is maybe a play on 'Wei Ying' since the 'Ying' means 'infant or baby"? 


Next chapter: Lan Wangji makes an effort to reach out to Wei Ying. Big grand gesture 
time! 


Lonely child part 2 


Chapter Summary 


Lan Wangji and friends send a message to Wei Ying 


Comment on: Burial Mounds 
true chick 07 on Chapter 93: The Measuring Snake 


Hey, great update; can’t wait to find out what happens next. I don’t know if you remember 
me, but I’m a long-time follower of this manhua and I wanted to share this video with you. 
It’s about a cute weird robot? I think you'll really like it [video link] 


Video begins with an image of Yanli, looking at the person behind the character. 
Yanli: Are we ready? 
Yanli looks at the camera and smiles. 


Yanli: Hey, A-Xian. Hope you see this. I just wanted to tell you how much I love you and 
miss you. I know things have been really hard, but I hope when you're ready you'll reach out 
to us because we just all care about you so much. I have so many things to tell you and so 
many things I’ve wanted to tell you for so long and I just... 


She wipes her eyes. 

Yanli: ...I just really miss my didi. 

She covers her eyes for a long moment, then looks at the person behind the camera again. 
Yanli: I’m sorry- I’m messing this up. 

Off-camera: You’re doing fine. 

Yanli looks back at the camera. 

Yanli: I said I wasn’t going to cry, now look at me. 

She smiles faintly. 


Yanli: I just miss you so much. Oh- there's someone I want you to meet. 


She gestures to someone off-screen and Jin Ling reluctantly walks into the frame and stands 
beside his mother, looking embarrassed. 


Yanli: This is A-Ling. He's so big, isn’t he? Xianxian, I know you couldn't keep your 
promise about being the best uncle and I know you didn’t really have a choice, but that’s 
okay. It’s not too late. 


She strokes Jin Ling s hair and he looks at her annoyed but doesn t push her away. 
Yanli: A-Ling has a lot of uncles because of you! A-Ning and Wangji... 

Jin Ling: Mom, Wangji isn’t an uncle! 

Yanli: Oh, of course! I’m sorry Wangji! 

Off-camera: It’s okay. 


Yanli: And A-Huan. So it’s kind of like you kept your promise, and A-Ling didn’t have to 
rely on Zixuan’s half brothers and cousins to uncle him. 


Off-camera: What’s wrong with my cousins? 
Yanli smiles. 


Yanli: But we need you! So whenever you’re ready, please come back to us okay? Or tell us 
where you are and we’ll come to you! 


She looks at the person behind the camera. 
Yanli: Who’s next? 
Off-camera: A-Ning? 


Yanli stands up and wraps her arms around Jin Ling s shoulders and leads him off and Wen 
Ning replaces her, rubbing sweaty hands on his knees. He looks at the person behind the 
camera. 


Wen Ning: What do I say? 
Off-camera: You wrote something, didn’t you? 


Wen Ning laughs nervously and pulls a crumpled piece of paper out of his pocket and tries to 
smooth it out. 


Wen Ning: Oh, it’s all wrinkled. Um... I just wanted you to know that my life is really 
wonderful because of you. Our family is so great... 


He looks at someone off-camera and smiles. 


Wen Ning: ...and I’m a farmer now! I got my bachelors’ in plant science and I sell stuff at the 
farmer’s market and the co-op and it’s all because of you... 


He sniffs and wipes his face. 


Wen Ning; ... because you helped me. In school when you defended jiejie and me and then 
when you helped us survive and then because of you Wangji came and now... we have such a 
good family and we're just missing you to make it complete. If it wasn't for you I wouldn't 
have any of it and I don't know what would have happened to us, so I just really wanted to 
say “thank you’ and I miss you and I wish you could see all the wonderful things that 
happened because of you. 


He takes a deep breath. 


Wen Ning: So yeah, like A-li said, whenever you feel like... like you can talk to us please 
please just... just don't be afraid, okay? I know it's scary, but you just have to try and we'll all 
be waiting for you. 


He looks off-camera. 


Wen Ning: Jiejie! Are you crying? You can't! Someone was supposed to not cry! If we can't 
rely on you who is going to...? 


Wen Ning smiles at the camera again. 


Wen Ning: It's been pretty emotional here lately. Since Zizhen showed us the comic and... I 
think you got Wangji all wrong, by the way. I think you confused your fear with who they 
are. Wangji would help you raise an army of zombies if it made you happy. Anyway, they 
stopped wearing white, so... I’m just blabbering now. 


He looks off-camera. 


Wen Ning: But jiejie is crying too hard. Really, jiejie? You're supposed to be the strong one. 
A-Song? 


He looks back at the camera. 

Wen Ning: A-Song is going to come and talk to you now. 

He goes to the edge of the frame and pulls Nie Huaisang into it. 
Wen Ning: A-Song is an influencer now! Look at this outfit! 


Nie Huaisang is wearing a fitted silver suit, with a very skinny cut in the legs, thickly 
embroidered with black flowers, a black cloth tied around their neck, and black high heels. 
They look at the camera and smile. 


Nie Huaisang: Wuxian, you idiot 
Wen Ning: Don't say that! 


Nie Huaisang: Vll say what I want. Wuxian, you are such a dumb asshole, you really are. 
You're making my mascara run and that's really unforgivable, it really is. I spent a long time 


on this look, and now look at me! 
Wen Ning: Why don't you get waterproof mascara? 
Nie Huaisang gives him a look of betrayal, then looks back at the camera. 


Nie Huaisang: See what I have to deal with? This is all your fault! You’d better get in contact 
with us, so I can go there and punch you! 


They try to show off their muscle tone, but the sleeves of their jacket are too tight. 


Nie Huaisang: Wangji has been teaching me to defend myself, so you'd better believe I can 
do it, too! 


Wen Ning: You don’t want to punch him. You’d probably injure your hand 
Nie Huaisang looks at their carefully manicured hands, then back at the camera. 
Nie Huaisang: That’s true. I hope you appreciate the beating A-Ning has saved you from. 


Wen Ning: I don’t understand why Wangji has to give you lessons. Why didn’t your brother 
teach you how to fight? Isn’t he an MMA fighter? 


Nie Huaisang: If Dage thinks I have any skills he'll make me get a job! 
Off-camera: This is a little off-topic. 

Nie Huaisang looks past the camera. 

Nie Huaisang: Sorry. 

They look at the camera again. 


Nie Huaisang: Anyway, you asshole, you’d better get in touch with us so we can get all this 
emotional crap over with because these puffy eyes are not good for my image. 


Wen Ning: Yeah, that’s the important thing here. 
Nie Huaisang shoves them a little, affectionately. 
Off-camera: Wen Qing? 


Wen Ning and Nie Huaisang look off-camera, then go out of the frame and Wen Qing walks 
in and sits down on the stool, wiping her eyes. 


Wen Qing: Hey, A-Xian. when you left things were pretty bad for a while. I didn’t know how 
we were going to survive, and then Wangji came and latched onto us like a... a limpet I guess 
and kind of took over our lives. 


She laughs thinly. 


Wen Qing: Kind of like you did and things got better from there. But it was really hard not 
knowing what happened to you and if you were okay. I know you probably felt really bad and 
stupid because of getting arrested and deported and everything, but you know, it’s really 
unfair that you help other people so willingly and then not allow anyone else to help you. 
And we could have- Yanli or A-Cheng or Wangji would have been happy to hire a lawyer to 
defend you and... 


She laughs again. 


Wen Qing: ... they actually did hire an immigration lawyer, who thinks they could have 
gotten you off, so it’s not even like you saved them any money! And it’s so stupid because I 
know you didn’t contact us because you wanted to keep from hurting us but you hurt us so 
much more by not contacting us. We thought you were dead! I kept calling all the hospitals 
and... 


She wipes her eyes and sniffs. 


Wen Qing: ... but that was a long time ago. I was so angry when we found out what 
happened. So angry. But I’m not angry anymore. I just want to know you’re safe and okay. I 
just want to be able to talk to you again. So, if you’re listening to this, please... we forgive 
you. We love you and miss you and... what Wen Ning said is true. Because of you, we have a 
wonderful life and a wonderful home, and a wonderful family. But it’s not complete without 
you. 


She looks off-camera. 
Wen Qing: Bring Granny here? 


A-Yuan helps granny into the picture and Wen Ning runs in with a chair A-Yuan helps her 
settle into and then goes off-screen again. Wen Qing takes her hand. 


Wen Qing: We’re making a video to send to A-Xian. You remember A-Xian, Granny? 
Granny pats her hand and nods, smiling. 

Wen Qing: Look at the camera, Granny. 

Wen Qing points to the camera and Granny looks at it. 

Wen Qing: Tell A-Xian you miss him. 

Grannie: A-Xian? 

Wen Qing: Yes, A-Xian. 

Granny looks at Wen Qing. 

Granny: Where is he? 


Wen Qing: We’re hoping he’s watching this video 


Granny: You tell him to come back. He said he’d take me to get my hair done. 
Wen Qing: You tell him. Tell the camera. 
Granny looked at the camera again 


Granny: You come back here and take me to get my hair done! A-Ning never takes me to the 
right place. And A-Ji never makes food spicy enough! 


She looks at Wen Qing. 
Granny: Are we done? 
Wen Qing: Yes, Granny. 


She helps Granny move off-screen and A- Yuan comes and takes the chair, then comes back 
into the frame and sits down on the stool. 


A-Yuan: Um, hi, Xian-gege. I guess you probably don’t recognize me. I’m Sizhui, but 
everyone calls me A-Yuan. 


He laughed and rubbed his leg nervously. 


A-Yuan: You gave me that nickname, but no one knows why? It’s kind of weird having a 
nickname and not knowing, you know? I don’t remember you very well because I was so 
little when you left but I remember that things were really hard but you always made them 
seem better. Like when we had to walk places because we couldn’t afford a taxi and you’d 
swing me up on your shoulders and tell me it was an adventure and when we couldn’t pay for 
heating and you said it was a sleepover and made a tent in the living room for us all to 
snuggle into. I remember you always made me feel so safe and loved. 


He wipes his face with his sleeve. 


A-Yuan: I don’t know why I didn’t bring a tissue because I knew I was going to cry and 
Mada is frowning at me for wiping my nose with my sleeve. 


Jingyi runs into the frame with a box of tissues and gives it to him. A-Yuan takes it and smiles 
at her as she runs out again. 


A-Yuan: When you left everyone was so sad, but then Mada came... I guess you don’t know 
‘Mada’ is what we call Wangji. They're our parent. Um... “us” is me and Jingyi. Zizhen too, I 
guess. It’s like ‘mama’ and ‘dada’ mixed together? Anyway, Mada came because they missed 
you too and they thought it would be easier if we all missed you together and then we moved 
into our house and the Jingyi came and we have so much- Uncle Cheng and Aunt Yanli and 
Uncle Zixuan and Uncle Huan and Uncle Yao and Uncle Qiren and Aunkle Song and Uncle 
Mingjue and the rabbits and the chickens and the gardens and Zizhen... but everyone really 
misses you. Every Halloween everyone comes over because it’s your birthday and they tell 
stories about you and... I really wish you were here to share it with us. I know you can’t 
come back easily, because of being deported and everything, but Uncle Cheng and Uncle 


Huan and Uncle Zixuan and Uncle Mingjue can like make things happen? And they have a 
lot of lawyers and 1f you want to come back they think they can get you a visa. 


He looks off-camera for a moment, then back at the camera. 


A-Yuan: Oh, I guess maybe I wasn’t supposed to tell you that? Maybe they haven't figured it 
out yet. But I thought, maybe you don’t want to talk to us because you’re sad you’re stuck in 
China? We’d go to China to see you, you know, too- I mean, we’d love to go, really. But also 
maybe you could come here. 


A-Yuan: You could get a marriage visa- lots of people here would marry you, Mada 
especially. Oh, they’re making a face at me, but seriously, Mada would marry you in a 
heartbeat. You know you’re the only one they’ve ever loved? Oh, Mada is going to kill me. 


A-Yuan giggles nervously. 


A-Yuan: But you could marry them! Then you’d be my dad! And Jingyi’s dad! And Zizhen’s 
dad too maybe, which would totally freak her out because she’s a huge fangirl of yours. Like 
when she found out I was Little Radish she couldn’t even look at me for a day. Oh, now she’s 
glaring at me. 


A-Yuan laughs again, then makes a come here motion to someone off-screen. 
A-Yuan: Come here. Come on, I'll introduce you. 


Jingyi comes back into the frame and stands awkwardly next to A-Yuan, who puts an arm 
around her waist. 


A-Yuan: This is my twin, Jingyi. We’re not really twins, you know, but Mada adopted us on 
the same day and we decided we were twins and everyone calls us ‘the twins’ so... Say ‘hi’ 
Jingyi. 


Jingyi makes a face. 


Jingyi: Hi, Uncle Wuxian. I’m Jingyi... I guess A-Yuan told you everything already. I, ah, 
I'm Wangji's adopted daughter and A-Yuan’s sister. I... I really wanted to thank you because 
I know if it wasn't for you Mada would never have started living with the Wens and then they 
wouldn't have adopted me and I would have ended up living with an ancient great-aunt or 
something, but instead, I have a really great family. 


Jingyi: I know you didn't do that intentionally, but it happened because of you because 
people loved you so much. Mada... oh now they're glaring at me too. 


She grins. 


Jingyi: Mada says that you made them realize that they could love people and that they could 
be themself and that it was more important to be happy than to do what people thought you 
should do, so you really changed their life and so you really changed my life too, and so Pm 
really glad you were in their life, even if you had to leave, and I really feel like you're 
someone who's really important to me, even though I never met you, so I hope you get in 


touch with us and we can come to visit you or maybe like A-Yuan says the uncles can help 
you get back here. Anyway, it’s nice to meet you. 


She looks at A-Yuan uncertainly. 
Jingyi: Is there anyone else? Oh- Zizhen! Zizhen come here! Stop being shy! 
Jingyi runs off-camera, then comes back into the frame, pulling Zizhen behind her. 


Jingyi: This is Zizhen! She’s my best friend! Besides A-Yuan, of course, but he doesn’t count 
because he’s my twin. Anyway, Zizhen stop being so shy! She’s such a huge fan of yours. 
She”s the one who told us about your manhua, so you have her to blame for all of this. 


Zizhen tries to pull away and leave, but Jingyi pulls her back and wraps an arm around her 
shoulder. 


Jingyi: Zizhen, say something 

Zizhen: But this is for you and your family 

Jingyi: you're part of the family now, so you have to say something too. 
Zizhen: I don’t know what to say. 

Jingyi: Tell him what you told me. 

Zizhen: I’m so embarrassed. You say it. 

Jingyi: Okay. 

She looks back at the camera. 


Jingyi: When Zizhen came out as trans her parents didn’t understand and they kept 
misgendering her and punishing her for being herself and they were going to send her to one 
of those places that tries to convince gay and trans kids that they’re delusional or whatever 
and I found about it and I told her she could stay with us and she didn’t believe me but I 
brought her over and Mada and Aunt Qing and Uncle Ning said she could stay as long as she 
needed to and they bought her new clothes so she could dress like she felt and helped her get 
a gender counselor to help and she told me that she thinks it saved her life. 


Jingyi: Mada told her that when Mada needed a family Aunt Qing and Uncle Ning and A- 
Yuan and Granny took them in and when I needed a family Mada took me in and when 
Zizhen needed a family I took her in so now it’s her turn to take in a stray, so Zizhen wants 
you to know that if you need a family you can be her stray and you don’t have to feel like you 
don’t deserve it or you don’t belong or anything because Zizhen didn’t do anything to 

deserve it and I didn’t do anything to deserve it because families aren’t about deserving or 
owing, they’re about who wants you and who you belong to. 


She looked at Zizhen, who was crying and hugged her tighter. 


Jingyi: Just like how we want Zizhen and she belongs to us, and we want you and you belong 
to us too. 


Jingyi: Was there anything else you wanted to say? 
Zizhen leaned over and whispered in Jingyi s ear and Jingyi looked back at the camera 


Jingyi: Zizhen also wants you to know that because Mada and the Wens and me are only 
family because of you that you kind of saved her life too, and she wants to thank you for that, 
and she hopes she gets to meet you, except if you do she probably won't be able to look at 
you like she still can’t look at Aunkle Song because she’s stupidly shy sometimes. 


Zizhen pretends to hit Jingji, then looks horrified. Jingyi looks at A- Yuan. 

Jingyi: Is there anyone else? 

A-Yuan: oh, Uncle Cheng. He’s in China right now, but he sent a voice message. 
He walks up to the camera and holds up his phone and plays a voicemail. 


Jiang Cheng: Wuxian, you idiot, you know I would have hired a lawyer, how can you be so 
stupid? If you don’t tell me where you are right now I’m going to find you anyway and break 
your legs, so you better stop being such a dumbass because I am so sick of hearing Yanli and 
Wangji say stupid sad sappy things about you every time they miss you. I miss you too, you 
asshole. 


The voicemail ends and A- Yuan turns and looks at Jingyi. 
Jingyi: Mada. 


They all look at the person behind the camera, then Jingyi looks back at the camera and 
grins. 


Jingyi: Uncle Wuxian, Mada looks terrified. 


She looks at A-Yuan, then releases Zizhen and she and A-Yuan go up to the camera and pull 
the person behind it past the camera and push them onto the stool. Lan Wangji looks at the 
camera nervously, then looks at their children. 


Lan Wangji: A-Ying. 
They bite their lip. Their hands are still tightly clasped in A-Yuan and Jingyi s. 


Lan Wangji: A-Ying, I don’t even know if you're ever going to see this. I hope you do, even 
if you never respond because I want you to know how much people care about you, and I 
want you to know how much you've changed all our lives, even if you weren't around to see 
it. 


Lan Wangji: I read your comics and I’m so sorry, A-Ying, if you think I’m like Hanguang- 
jun, if you think I disapprove of you and want to change you. I never did, not really. 


They accept a tissue from A-Yuan and wipe their face. 


Lan Wangji: I just didn’t understand and I’m sorry I didn't try harder to understand you and 
to trust you. I’m so sorry I wasn’t there for you when you needed help. I can’t help but think 
if I just had more courage, if I just tried harder, if I had stood by you, if I had been the person 
you needed me to be, you wouldn’t have gotten deported and we all wouldn’t have lost you. 


Lan Wangji: Knowing you has set me free and allowed me to live a life I never imagined I’d 
get to live. I used to think I was a robot who wasn’t allowed to love anyone and now I’m 
surrounded by people who I love and who love me, and this life I have is entirely because of 
you because you taught me I was lovable and that I could love and because every time I had 
to make a choice I tried to imagine what you would tell me to do; to make the choice that was 
right, to make the choice that would make me happy, to make the choice I wouldn’t regret. 


Lan Wangji: If it wasn’t for that I'd never have a family with the Wens or adopted these 
wonderful children or discovered who I was. 


Lan Wangji: So I want to tell you ‘thank you’. Thank you for everything you've taught me 
and every way you’ve changed me. 


Lan Wangji: I hope you see this and you contact us and allow us to become part of your life 
again. If you want to come home, then, like A-Yuan said, our very rich and powerful brothers 
and friends are ready to move mountains to make that happen, and they want to because they 
know how much you’ve given all of us. If that’s too much, we’d be happy to go to China- or 
anywhere- to see you. 


Lan Wangji: But if that's too hard, or if you're not ready, that’s okay. We'll always love you 
and we'll always be your family and you'll always have a home here, even if it takes another 
decade or even if you’re never ready. 


Lan Wangji: You’re worth it, A-Ying. Worth helping to come home, worth going to see in 
China, worth waiting forever for. 


Lan Wangji: A-Ying, I love you. I have always loved you and I will always love you, no 
matter what happens or what you choose to do. You’re my heart. 


Lan Wangji looks up at the camera and smiles and the video ends. 


Commenting on: Burial Mounds 


yiling lovezi: @true_chick_07 wft? that's just a long ass video of people crying? where's the 
weird cute robot? 


zombies for days: @true_chick_07 seriously, what is this? It made me cry and I have no 
idea what's happening in it 


for dirt 45: (Qtrue chick 07 the dude at the end keeps talking about A-Ying... do these 
people know lonely child? 


rivers_too_long: @for_dirt_45 whats happening? Most of its in english and I don’t speak it 
well enough?!? 


dour_shower @for_dirt_45 they must???? the one kid says he’s Little Radish??? like are they 
lonely_child’s family??? 


for dirt 45 @dour_shower omg yes I think the dude at the end is supposed to be Hanguang- 
jun? Because of what he says and what the first dude says? So like maybe lonely_child based 
the characters on some of these people? 


dour shower @for_dirt_45 !!! so lonely_child disappeared and his family was trying to find 
him and then they found this manhua and this is the only way they had to contact him??? 
omg this is so heart breaking @true_chick_07 am this right? Are you in this video? 
@lonely_child did you watch the video? YOU HAVE TO TELL US!!! 


true chick 07 @yiling lovezi the robot is a METAPHOR! 
true_chick_07 @dour_shower you’re right but I’m too embarrassed 


dour_shower @true_chick_07 obvs your the cute shy girl! Bc the other girl says you’re the 
one who told them about the manhua! 


true_chick_07 @dour_shower cute shy girl???!!!! *blushes* 


have to have seen this right? They have to contact them!!! 
LOOOONNNNEEEELLLLY Y Y Y Y CHHHHILLLLLLDDDDDD DOOOOOO 


Wei Ying 


Chapter Summary 


Lan Wangji gets a phone call 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Days passed. They didn’t talk about it. They talked about everything else. Lan Wangji spent 
hours on the phone with Huaisang and Yanli and Brother talking about other things. At 
dinner, Jingyi chattered and Wen Ning rambled and everyone tried not to look as tired and 
pinched as they felt. 


They'd been here before, all of them. They'd been here over and over again. 


Wen Qing cooked elaborate meals and Lan Wangji went on long hikes and Zizhen and Jingyi 
started some kind of art project they refused to tell anyone about and Wen Ning planned an 
extensive remodel of the gardens and A-Yuan spent so much time practicing his guqin that he 
got blisters on his fingers. 


Jiang Yanli and Jin Ling came to stay with them for a few days, Jin Ling sleeping on the bunk 
bed in A-Yuan's room, Yanli sleeping on the couch (because Zizhen had taken over the guest 
room), and she and Wangji sat on the porch drinking tea and watching the chickens flapping 
about the yard and saying nothing. 


It felt like the calm before the storm. It felt like a drought. It felt like a bright morning after a 
sleepless night. It felt like a hangover. 


And then one night, while they were all at dinner, Jingyi and A-Yuan fighting over who got 
the last dumpling, Wen Ning slipping bits of braised pork into Wen Qing's bowl, Zizhen 
eating her rice grain by grain, Lan Wangji's phone rang. 


They'd put a temporary halt to the ‘no electronics at the table rule.” Everyone was too 
stressed out to worry about things like that. Lan Wangji answered their phone. 


“Lan Zhan?” the voice on the other end asked. The connection was bad; the voice was 
staticky and cracked. 


“Wei Ying?” Lan Wangji whispered. 

Suddenly the room was silent. 

“Lan Zhan,” Wei Ying said again. 

“Wei Ying,” Lan Wangji replied, standing and crossing into the living room. 
“Lan Zhan,” Wei Ying said. “Ah- I’m sorry this call is coming a little late.” 
“It's okay, Wei Ying.” 


“I tried to call a million times. I really did. I entered your number and then I just stared at my 
phone and...” 


Lan Wangji stared out the window at the chickens still flapping about the yard. “Wei Ying, 
it’s okay.” 


“Lan Zhan, I’m so sorry. I’m so, so, so sorry.” 


“It's okay, Wei Ying,” Lan Wangji said, wiping the tears out of their eyes. “Everything's okay 
now.” 


“T can't believe I..." Wei Ying’s voice broke. “Ten fucking years. You must hate me.” 
“Wei Ying, I don’t hate you. No one hates you.” 


“I saw the video... I don't deserve it, Lan Zhan. All the things you said- I don't deserve any 
of them.” 


“You do, Wei Ying. Everything we said was true.” 


“T can’t believe you... Lan Zhan, I can’t believe you adopted A-Yuan. And you helped the 
Wens.” 


“They helped me more. Wei Ying. Wei Ying, don’t disappear again.” 
“I...” Wei Ying’s voice stalled out and Lan Wangji’s breath caught. 
“Promise, Wei Ying. Give me your address.” 

“What will you do with my address?” 

“PII come to see you.” 

“Lan Zhan!” Wei Ying exclaimed. “I’m on the other side of the world.” 
“I don't care. P1l book a flight tonight.” 


“Lan Zhan you can’t you... don’t you have a job?” 


“I work for myself.” 

“Don’t you have children to take care of?” 

“TIl bring them with me.” 

“You... A-Yuan? Pll get to see A-Yuan again?” 

“Yes. You can see all of us. We'll all come." 

“Lan Zhan, ah Lan Zhan. You’re too good.” 

Lan Wangji closed their eyes. “No. There’s no such thing. Wei Ying, why did you call?” 


“T saw the video. I’m sorry I hurt everyone so much. I’m so sorry. You deserve so much 
more.” 


“That wasn't the point of it," Lan Wangji said, quietly. “The point was that we miss you and 
we love you and you made our lives better. We'd rather be hurt by you than not have you at 
all.” 


“Oh, Lan Zhan,” Wei Ying sighed. “I don't deserve it.” 
“You do,” Lan Wangji said. “You do. Wei Ying, can I come and see you?” 
“In China?” Wei Ying asked. 


“Anywhere. Anywhere you want to meet me. China. Antarctica. The bottom of the ocean. I'll 
fly to the moon.” 


Wei Ying laughed weakly. “What if I say ‘no’?” 
“Then you say ‘no’,” Lan Wangji said. 


“It's been so long,” Wei Ying said. *We're so much older. You've changed. You're... you're 
non-binary?” 


“Mn,” Lan Wangji said. 
“You have tattoos! You have an undercut! Lan Zhan, I almost didn’t recognize you!” 


“Tve changed a lot,” Lan Wangji agreed. “My life before wasn’t... good. I wasn’t... myself. 
But the important things are still the same.” 


“Maybe I’ve changed too,” Wei Ying said. “Maybe you won't like me anymore.” 


“T can’t imagine that could possibly be the case,” Lan Wangi said, “but I would like the 
chance to find out.” 


“You'd fly here just for a chance?” Wei Ying asked. 


“Dd fly there just for a glimpse of you,” Lan Wangji said. 


“Lan Zhan, you're such a romantic now,” Wei Ying said, sighing. "What am I going to do 
with you?' 


“Tve always been a romantic,” Lan Wangji said. “I just lacked courage before.” 
“And now you have it?” Wei Ying asked. 


“And now I know what lacking courage costs,” Lan Wangji said, softly. “Wei Ying, it’s not 
just me. There are a lot of people who miss you. Is this your number? Can I give it to Yanli? 
The others?” 


“Lan Zhan,” Wei Ying said, softly. “What am I going to say to her?" 


“Say ‘hi’ and ‘I missed you’ and ‘I love you”,” Lan Wangji said. “Let her tell you about A- 
Ling and her life. You don’t have to apologize. You just have to pick up the phone.” 


“Tt’s not that easy,” Wei Ying said. 
“It's not easy,” Lan Wangji agreed. “But it’s easier than never talking to her again.” 


Wei Ying sighed. “Okay,” he said. “Oh, not- this isn’t my number. Ah- it’s a calling card. Let 
me give you my email. We can skype or whatever.” 


“Okay,” Lan Wangji said. “But you can't ghost us.” 

“T could never ghost you, Lan Zhan!” Wei Ying exclaimed. 

Lan Wangji said nothing. 

“Oh, right. Yeah. Fuck.” 

“Promise, Wei Ying,” Lan Wangji said. 

“Okay,” Wei Ying said. “I promise. I promise. No ghosting. Not again. I'll give you my 
phone number and my email address, okay? I'll give my physical address too, but don’t... 
don’t just show up here.” 

“Okay,” Lan Wangji said. “But I can’t promise Jiang Cheng won’t.” 

“Jiang Cheng?” 

“He’s already a lot closer,” Lan Wangji said. “And more impulsive.” 


Wei Ying snorted. “Fine,” he said, finally. “Okay. Let me just...” he rattled off an e-mail 
address and an address and a phone number. 


“You got all that?” he asked. 


“Mn,” Lan Wangji said. 


“Lan Zhan,” Wei Ying said, after a long moment. “Was what A-Yuan said true? That you’d- 
or our brothers- would try to get me a visa?” 


“Yes,” Lan Wangji said. 

“But they can't!" Wei Ying exclaimed. “I was convicted of a felony!” 
“You weren’t,” Lan Wangji said. “There wasn’t a trial.” 

“There was a trial,” Wei Ying said. “I was there.” 

“An immigration hearing,” Lan Wangji said. “But no trial.” 

“Does it matter? What judge would agree to give me a visa after that?” 


“We have money,” Lan Wangji said. “And good lawyers. And connections. And if push 
comes to shove we can try to get you a work visa or a matriage visa.” 


“Who would hire me?” Wei Ying demanded. 


“I would," Lan Wangji said. “I told you I’m self-employed. I have my own contracting firm. 
Computer and data stuff.” 


“Lan Zhan!” Wei Ying scolded. “Isn’t that dishonest?” 


“No,” Lan Wangji said. “I know how good of a programmer you are. I would hire you in a 
heartbeat. Even if you didn’t need a visa. I remember how well we used to work together. 
You'd be an asset.” 


“Lan Zhan,” Wei Ying said. “How could you...” he sighed. “Lan Zhan. I suppose you’d 
marry me too.” 


“Yes,” Lan Wangji said. 
“And you’re going to tell me that that’s not dishonest?” Wei Ying demanded. 


“Id rather marry you after we had time to reacquaint ourselves,” Lan Wangji said calmly. 
“But if we have to put the cart before the horse...” 


“Lan Zhan!” Wei Ying gasped. 

Lan Wangji laughed, breathily. 

“Lan Zhan!” Wei Ying exclaimed. “You just laughed." 
“Yes,” Lan Wangji said. “I’m so happy to hear from you." 
“You laugh now,” Wei Ying whispered. 


“Yes,” Lan Wangji said. “Wei Ying, my life is so good. I’m surrounded by family and I have 
two, possibly three children, and friends and I feel comfortable with who I am and I love my 


work and, oh, we have the most beautiful house. We have chickens and rabbits and a garden. 
The only thing that would make it better would be if you were here.” 


They paused. “You don’t have to come and live in our house- you can stay with Yanli or 
Jiang Cheng or Nie Huaisang...” 


“Youre just offering for them?" Wei Ying asked. 


“I know they'll offer for themselves the first chance they get. You could get an apartment. 
You could stay in China. Whatever. Just... just don’t stop talking to me again and my life will 
be perfect. 


“I mean, I'd rather you were here,” they added quickly. “But even if you're not- just being 
able to talk to you, to know you’re safe and happy...” 


“Im not happy,” Wei Ying said, his voice breaking. “Lan Zhan, how could I be happy 
without you? Without all of you?” 


“Then come home,” Lan Wangji said. “Say yes and I'll tell all the rich bros to lawyer up. I'll 
call Jiang Cheng and he'll come and kidnap you and take you to a super hotel and only yell at 
you for like half an hour and then we'll figure everything out.” 


“For real though? They really think they can?” Wei Ying asked. 


“They already have lawyers on retainer,” Lan Wangji said. “Brother says they seem very 
optimistic. Having money and knowing senators really helps.” 


Wei Ying laughed a little. “Yeah,” he said. “Is this real? Really real? I just could have called 
all this time?” 


Lan Wangji closed their eyes. “Don't focus on that,” they said. “Just think about what's going 
to happen next.” 


“But...” Wei Ying said. “But how can this possibly be real?” 

“It better fucking be real,” Lan Wangji said. 

“Lan Zhan! Did you just swear?” 

“If I fucking wake up suddenly and all of this is a fucking dream...” 
“A nightmare,” Wei Ying said. 


“No,” Lan Wangji whispered. “Just hearing your voice. The best dream. The best dream I 
ever had. And I dreamt we had sex once.” 


“We had sex a whole bunch, Lan Zhan,” Wei Ying said. 


“I only dreamt about it once." 


“Was it good?” Wei Ying asked. 

“Not better than the real thing,” Lan Zhan sighed wistfully. 

“Lan Zhan, are you reminiscing about having sex with me?” Wei Ying demanded. 
“Mn,” Lan Wangji said. 

Wei Ying laughed. “Oh my god, Lan Zhan, you really have changed.” 

“I’m just more honest now,” Lan Wangji said. 

“Yes,” Wei Ying said. 

“Yes?” Lan Wangji asked. 


“Yes.” Wei Ying said. “Yes. Call my brother and your brother and my brother-in-law and 
whatever other brothers you have lined up and give them the info I just gave you and tell 
them ‘yes’. Lawyer up. Whatever it takes.” 


“Really?” Lan Wangji breathed. 


“Zizhen said you were looking for another stray,” Wei Ying said. “Is there an application I 
have to fill out or...” 


“No,” Lan Wangji said, quickly. “No application. You're pre-approved. I'll... PH call them 
right now. Oh," he said. 


“Oh?” Wei Ying repeated. 


“I can’t call them and keep talking to you,” Lan Wangji said. “Oh, I can borrow Wen Ning's 
phone." 


“It's okay," Wei Ying said. “Call them.” 


“I don't want to stop talking to you," Lan Wangji said, walking back into the kitchen. “Wen 
Ning, call Jiang Cheng and give him this information. Then call Brother and Jin Zixuan and 
A-Song." They gave him the slip of paper they'd written Wei Ying's information on. “Tell 
them Wei Ying needs a resident visa. Tell them they have to work together." 


*He does?" Wen Ning asked. *He's coming home?" 

“Lan Zhan!” Wei Ying exclaimed, laughing. *You're going to have to hang up sometime." 
“T don't," Lan Wangji said. 

*You'll run out of battery," Wei Ying said. 

“I can still talk to you when I’m charging my phone.” 


“You'll run out of minutes," Wei Ying said. 


“T have unlimited international minutes,” Lan Wangji said. 

*You'll have to go to sleep eventually,” Wei Ying said. 

“PI sleep with the phone next to my ear,” Lan Wangji said. 

“I won't be able to talk to Jiang Cheng if I’m talking to you,” Wei Ying said. 

“Oh,” Lan Wangji said. Then: “we can conference him in.” 

“Lan Zhan,” Wei Ying said, “this is ridiculous.” 

“I know,” Lan Wangji said, softly. “I’m just so scared I'll never hear from you again.” 


“I'm sorry,” Wei Ying said. “Lan Zhan, I’m so sorry. I promise. I promise I'll never do that 
again. Look- you have my address. You can send Jiang Cheng over to break my legs. You can 
come here. I’m not going to go anywhere, I promise.” 


“You're not lying?" Lan Wangji whispered. “You didn’t give me a fake address and a fake 
number?” 


“No, I didn’t. This is real, Lan Zhan. It’s real.” 
“Okay,” Lan Wangji said. “Okay.” 


“Look- I think that's Jiang Cheng calling. Call me back in half an hour, okay? I want to talk 
to everyone, but I’m almost out of minutes.” 


“Okay,” Lan Wangji said. “Okay. 
*Half an hour, Lan Zhan. Lan Zhan?" 
“Mn?” 


“I'll pick up. I promise." 


They put down the phone and looked up at the expectant faces before them. On the other side 
of the room, Wen Ning was reading Wei Ying’s phone number to someone. 


“It's him?" Wen Qing asked. “It’s really him?” 

Lan Wangji nodded, rubbing his eyes. 

“And he wants a visa? To come back? To stay?” she asked. 
Lan Wangji nodded again. 


She put her head down on the kitchen table and started sobbing. Jingyi, who was sitting 
beside her awkwardly patted her back, gesturing fiercely to Zizhen, who hopped down from 


her chair and wrapped an arm around Wen Qing, murmuring to her. 

Lan Wangji looked at A-Yuan. 

“You need a hug, Mada?” he asked. 

Lan Wangji nodded and A-Yuan wrapped his arms around Lan Wangji’s middle. 


“You guys are so stupid!” Jingyi exclaimed, standing up with so much force her chair tipped 
over. “You’ve finally gotten something you've wanted for like ten years and you're acting 
like it's a funeral! Ugh! Miss me with this house!" She stomped off. 


Lan Wangji sighed and patted A-Yuan's head. 


“It's okay, Mada,” A-Yuan said. “She's just not good at processing her emotions. She'll go 
kick stuff and feel better." 


Twenty-five minutes later, their phone newly charged, Lan Wangji sat down on their couch 
with a glass of water beside them and their family around them. Twenty-eight minutes later 
they navigated to the contact info they'd just updated for Wei Ying and thirty minutes after 
they'd said goodbye to Wei Ying, Lan Wangji hit ‘call’. 


The phone rang once. 


“Lan Zhan,” Wei Ying said. 


Wen Qing looked around and sniffed. "There's going to be an article on some right-wing site 
about how the Chinese are occupying the Bradley airport luggage area," she said dryly. 
Who's idea was this?" 


Wen Ning, whose idea it had been, ignored her. He was clutching a big bouquet of mylar 
balloons, most of which were not occasion-appropriate, and standing on tiptoes to try to see 
around the teenagers who were holding a big banner hand painted with *Welcome Home 
Xian-gege!” written on it. Jin Ling's end was drooping because he was sulking; he'd wanted 
to be at the other end for some mysterious pre-teen reason. 


Nie Huaisang, beside Wen Qing, laughed and sipped out of a flask. 
“Hush,” Yanli said. “It was a brilliant idea.” 
Wen Ning flushed a little. 


“Look!” Jingyi called, jumping up and down and tearing their banner a little. “It’s Uncle 
Cheng! And Xian-gege!” 


“Xian-gege!” the teenagers cried, Jin Ling forgetting his pouting and joining in. “Xian-gege!” 


Lan Wangji spotted Wei Ying then, towering over the other passengers filtering out of the 
terminal, and his breath caught. 


“Holy fuck!” Wei Ying cried, stopping in his tracks, Jiang Cheng walked a few more steps 
and also stopping. 


The other passengers glared at them as they were forced to divert around them. 


“Holy fuck you guys!” Wei Ying cried again. “You’re...” he turned around like he thought 
maybe they were all waiting for someone else. *You're..." he said again. 


“Well, come on,” Jiang Cheng said, impatiently, stomping the few steps back to him so he 
could grab his wrist and pull him forward. 


“Holy fuck,” Wei Ying said again. "You're... A-Yuan! Jingyi! A-Ling! Zizhen!” The 
teenagers had dropped their banner and were crowding around him, and he was trying to hug 
them all at once. 

Then he looked up and their eyes met. 


“Lan Zhan,” Wei Ying whispered. 


The teenagers were gone. The terminal was gone. Wei Ying drifted closer until he was close 
enough to touch. 


“Lan Zhan,” he said again. 
“Wei Ying,” Lan Wangji said. 


“Lan Zhan, you're..." Wei Ying reached his hand out and brushed his fingers down the 
stubble of Lan Wangji’s undercut, then delicately touched the silver rings in their ear. “You're 
even more beautiful than you were before! How is that physically possible?!... And you’re 
taller. How...” he looked down and gasped. “You’re wearing high heels! Lan Zhan, that’s 
cheating!” 


“Mn,” Lan Wangji said. “You could wear high heels too.” 


Wei Ying caught their wrists and held them up. “Lan Zhan, your tattoos!” Wei Ying skimmed 
a finger up the outside of their arm. 


Wearing a sleeveless tunic was the best and worst idea Lan Wangji had ever had. 
He turned his attention to Lan Wangj1’s other arm. 
“Lan Zhan, this bracelet... I gave it to you. You still have it?” he touched the red beads. 


“Mn,” Lan Wangji said. 


“And... Lan Zhan you got the cute robot tattooed on your arm?!” he ran a finger around the 
blue robot. 


“Mn,” Lan Wangji said. 


Wei Ying looked up into their face and his lips parted. His thumb brushed under Lan 
Wangji's lower lip. “You’re wearing lipstick," he whispered, “and eyeliner. Holy fuck Lan 
Zhan, this is the best day of my life.” 


Wearing the loose, flowing tunic was the best idea Lan Wangji had ever had. 


Someone cleared their throat. “If you’re planning on touching every inch of Wangji,” Lan 
Wangji distantly heard Wen Qing say dryly. “There are more appropriate places to do it.” 


“Later,” Lan Wangji murmured and Wei Ying reddened and looked away. 


“Sorry,” he said and dropped the wrist he was still holding and turning. “A-Qing!” he cried 
holding out his arms. 


“Oh,” Wen Qing said, frowning at him. “So you remembered I exist, do you?” 


“Qingqing!” Wei Ying said, pouting, and Wen Qing melted and embraced him, then he turned 
and hugged the others; Wen Ning, Huaisang, Brother, and, finally, Yanli. 


“T can’t believe you all came here,” he said, his cheek still pressed against the top of Yanli’s 
head. 


“Of course we came,” Yanli said. “You’re our family.” 


"Are you done making an embarrassment out of yourselves in the baggage area?” Jiang 
Cheng demanded, trailing the teenagers, who he’d roped into helping him with the luggage. 
“We’re headed to your house, jiejie?” 


“Yes,” Yanli said, as Wei Ying reluctantly let go of her. 


Lan Wangji paused to count the teenagers as they all moved towards the exit. Zizhen and 
Jingyi had retrieved their banner and were bickering about how to fold it, A-Yuan was 
chatting with A-Song, and Jin Ling was trailing along behind them, pouting a little again. 


A long-fingered hand caught Lan Wangji’s and they looked over to see Wei Ying standing 
beside them, looking like he couldn’t believe Lan Wangji was real. They smiled at him, a 
smile full of so much happiness and relief they slumped a little. 


“Holy fuck, Lan Zhan,” Wei Ying whispered. “Look at you.” He covered his mouth with his 
hand and shook his head. “Seriously, you're so beautiful it should be illegal.” 


Lan Wangji caught him by the shoulders and pulled him into a hug, Wei Ying’s arms 
stretching around them and matching them pressure for pressure. Wei Ying tucked his head 
into Lan Wangji’s neck and Lan Wangji rested his cheek on Wei Ying’s hair, and Wei Ying 
whispered “This is the best day of my life,” against Lan Wangji’s skin. 


“Mine too,” Lan Wangji whispered back, and they stood there until the teenagers came and 
found them and grabbed them and pushed them towards the exit. 


There were more people waiting at Yanli’s; Nie Huaisang’s brother and Brother’s partner A- 
Yao, some of the obnoxious Jin cousins, Luo Quinyang and her husband, and a dozen other 
people who seemed only vaguely familiar, but each of whom Wei Ying greeted 
enthusiastically. 


Normally, Lan Wangji would have made an effort to socialize, to catch up with Luo 
Quinyang and her husband, who they hadn’t seen in a few years, chat a little with A-Yao so 
he wouldn’t complain to Brother that Lan Wangji hated him (which they kind of did), 
exchange some droll asides with Zixuan, who had a sense of humor hidden away underneath 
his veneer of arrogance, and so on. But instead, they just sat on the sofa and watched Wei 
Ying flutter about like a butterfly, pretending not to be exhausted and overwhelmed, basking 
in the love and attention he was receiving. 


The teenagers had hung their banner, now sporting a number of footprints, the rip badly 
repaired with some scotch tape, up in Yanli’s living room, and Wen Ning’s balloons drifted 
up to join it, bumping around the skylight. A-Yuan came and curled up against Lan Wangji's 
side, the way he’d done when he was little, then Jingyi came and pushed the two of them 
over so she could curl up on Lan Wangji's other side, Zizhen beside her, and they watched 
Wei Ying drink and bounce around and chatter, looking over at them from time to time, 
smiling with such fondness Lan Wangji wasn’t sure their heart was going to survive. 


Finally, he came up to them and A-Yuan scooted over so Wei Ying could squeeze his long 
frame in between him and Lan Wangji, nestling his head against Lan Wangji's chest, A- Yuan 
curling up beside him. 


“Let’s go home,” Wei Ying murmured into Lan Wangji’s blouse. Lan Wangji’s heart fluttered 
beneath his head. 


“Mn,” Lan Wangji said. “You must be tired.” 
“I'm tired of not being home," Wei Ying said. 


Yanli came over and squatted down in front of them, resting her hand on Wei Ying's hair. 
“My sleepy little boy,” she said. “Go home. I'll come and see you in a few days, okay?" 


"Okay, jiejie,” Wei Ying murmured, making no move to get up. 
Yanli laughed and grabbed A-Yuan's arm. “Come on,” she said, pulling him to his feet. 
“Auntie!” A-Yuan protested. “I was so comfortable!” 


Yanli laughed and did the same thing to Zizhen, but was unable to pull Jingyi to her feet. 
"You're too tall, Xiao-Y1,” she said, laughing. Jingyi grumbled and climbed to her feet. 


“Come on, Xianxian, Wangji.” Yanli said. 


Lan Wangji pulled themself and Wei Ying off the couch, catching Wei Ying when he wobbled 
a little. 


They caught Wen Ning’s eye. 


“Go on," Wen Ning said. “Jiejie and I will take the other car,” so Lan Wangji steered Wei 
Ying out of the house and into the car. 


Wei Ying fell asleep, his head pillowed on his jacket in the passenger seat, the teenagers 
drifting off, cuddled in the seat behind them, and Lan Wangji steered them up through 
Springfield, up through the growing evening, through Northampton and to the highway 
heading West from there, into the hills. 


This is the best day of my life, Lan Wangji thought, as the first stars begin to shine in the dark 
blue sky, and as more and more stars emerged in the darkness, they wished on each of them; 
let every day be as good as this one. Let me never lose these precious things. The stars and 
the forest, the sky and the mountains, their family sleeping contented around them, every one 
of them coming home. 


Bonus: I made a art. 


Chapter End Notes 


Featuring: 
Lan Wangji: be chill, Wangji, be chill 


Also Lan Wangji: I would fly to China tonight just to get a glimpse of you 


Also Lan Wangji: I would prefer to marry you after getting reacquainted, but beggars 
can't be choosers 


This is the penultimate chapter! (Unless I add something from WWX's point of view... 
maybe...) 


Home 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Lan Wangji woke up and thought to themself that something seemed different, then memories 
of the previous day came flooding back to them. 


Wei Ying , they thought, scrambling out of bed. They heard people talking in the kitchen; the 
teenagers had been allowed to take the day off of school because of the excitement and late 
night last night. 


They went to their wardrobe and spent too long thinking about what to wear before settling 
on a flowing skirt and a loose top that tied on the side and pulled their hair into a simple bun. 


Zizhen was making waffles and A- Yuan and Jingyi were sitting at the table, A-Yuan drinking 
coffee and staring at his phone and looking unusually annoyed, Jingyi making her way 
through a quart of strawberries and tub of whipped cream (vegan because dairy wasn’t 
allowed in a five-meter radius near A- Yuan) that Zizhen had surely been intending for her 
waffles. 


“Mada!” Jingyi said, brightening when she saw them, straightening up and halfheartedly 
pretending she hadn t just been eating all the strawberries and whipped cream. She jumped 
up and went to pour Lan Wangji a cup of coffee, bringing it to them with a smile. 


“There’s whipped cream on your face,” Lan Wangji said, accepting the coffee. 
Jingyi wiped at her lip with a thumb and then sucked on it. 

“Is Wei Ying up yet?” Lan Wangji asked, leaning against the counter. 

“No,” Jingyi said. “Mada, what’s going on between you and him?” 


Lan Wangji looked at her confused. At the table, A-Yuan flinched a little. They must have 
been fighting over this, they thought. 


“I’m not sure what you mean,” Lan Wangji said, sipping their coffee. “I haven't seen him for 
ten years. What could be going on between us?” 


“Mada,” Jingyi said. “The way he touched you last night...” 
“And looked at you,” Zizhen chimed in. “Like no one else existed...” 


“We dated in high school,” Lan Wangji reminded them. “We mean a great deal to each other. 
It’s not so surprising if there’s some sexual tension between us.” 


, 


Jingyi pretended to gag. “Mada, never say the words ‘sexual tension’ again. Please. ’ 


"Aren't you the one who brought up the topic?” Lan Wangji asked. 
“ Mada!” Jingyi cried. 


“I'm not obfusticating,” Lan Wangji said, patiently. “I really don't know what you're getting 
at." 


“Mada,” Jingyi said. “Did you want Uncle Wuxian to come and stay with us because you 
want to get into his pants?" 


“No,” Lan Wangji said. “I wanted him to come and stay because I love him and I miss him 
and the world doesn't seem complete without him, and because the rest of our family feels 
that way as well." 


"So you don't want to get in his pants?" Jingyi asked eyebrow raised. 

“It's not my primary motivation," Lan Wangji said. 

“Because / think he wants to get into your pants," Jingyi said. 

“I'm wearing a skirt," Lan Wangji said. 

“ Mada!” Jingyi exclaimed. 

Lan Wangji smiled. 

“But seriously, Mada, you didn’t see the way he touched you.” 

“I was there,” Lan Wangji said. 

“But, like, how 1t looked to everyone else. A-Yuan...” 

“No,” A-Yuan said, shortly, not looking up from his phone. 

“Zizhen,” Jingyi said. 

“One moment,” Zizhen said, pouring batter into the waffle iron, then closing it. “What?” 
“PII be Mada, because I’m taller, and you be Uncle Wuxian.” 

Zizhen frowned. “Uncle Wuxian is taller than Mada,” she pointed out. 

“But Mada was wearing heels,” Jingyi said. “Anyway, you’re better at acting.” 
“Okay,” Zizhen said. 

“Stand over there,” Jingyi pointed. “And pretend you’re Uncle Wuxian, hugging us.” 


“Jingyi...” Lan Wangji began. 


“Shh.... l'm getting into character,” Jingyi said. She closed her eyes and concentrated and 
then made her face almost completely blank. “Okay, Zizhen,” she said. 


Zizhen bent down, arms wide as if she were hugging someone, and then straightened up and 
her mouth dropped open. 


“Lan Zhan,” she whispered, her voice full of warmth. She walked towards Jingyi, entirely 
focused on her, then stopped half an arm’s length in front of her. “Lan Zhan,” she whispered 
again. 


“Wei Ying,” Jingyi said back, a tiny smile in the corner of her mouth. 


“Lan Zhan,” Zizhen whispered, reaching up and lightly touching the side of Jingyi’s head, 
then tracing the curve of her ear. “Lan Zhan you’re even more beautiful than you were 
before. How is that physically possible?” 


Jingyi looked back at her, eyes wide, mouth slightly parted. 


“And you’re taller...?” she glanced down at Jingyi’s feet. “Lan Zhan you’re wearing heels! 
That’s not fair!” 


“Mn,” Jingyi said, straining to make her voice as deep as possible. “You could wear heels.” 


“Lan Zhan, your tattoos!” Zizhen gasped, catching Jingyi’s arms and inspecting them. 
“You're still wearing the bracelet I gave you in high school! And you've tattooed my drawing 
on your arm.” She gently caressed Jingyi’s upper arm, then looked up into her face and 
gasped. “Lan Zhan! You’re wearing lipstick!” she ran a thumb along the curve beneath 
Jingyi’s mouth. “This is the best day of my life!” she whispered, her face drawing closer and 
closer to Jingyi’s. 


“If you’re going to touch every inch of Wangji, there are more appropriate places to do it,” a 
voice cut in coldly, and they all turned to see Wei Ying watching, leaning against the door 
jamb. 


Zizhen broke away from Jingyi and turned scarlet and made as if to run away. 
“Zizhen, the waffles,” A-Yuan said, not looking up from his phone. 

Wei Ying crossed to where Lan Wangji was leaning on the counter. 

“What was that?” he whispered. 

“Welcome to our house,” Lan Wangji said, dryly. “Coffee?” 


“Please,” Wei Ying said, but rather than waiting for Lan Wangji to serve it he crossed over to 
the coffeemaker and began to open cabinets, looking for the mugs. 


“So what was your point?” Lan Wangji asked Jingyi, who was once again sitting at the table, 
determinedly reading ingredients on the vegan whipped cream tub. 


Jingyi looked up, flushing. “What, Mada?” 
“Your little performance,” Lan Wangji said. 


“Very well done, by the way,” Wei Ying said, finding a mug and pouring himself a generous 
serving of coffee. “So much frisson . Unless?” he looked between Jingyi and Zizhen. “Are 
you two...?” 


Jingyi giggled. “No!” she said. “Zizhen is my best friend!” 


“That doesn’t stop people,” Wei Ying said, winking at Lan Wangji, who felt their ears redden 
a little. 


“Well, we’re not,” Jingyi said. 
Wei Ying shrugged. “Well acted then,” he said. 


Zizhen removed a slightly overdone-looking waffle from the iron and put it on a plate, then 
poured more batter into the waffle iron. “A-Yuan?” she asked. 


A-Yuan nodded and Zizhen slid the plate in front of him. 
“Your point?" Lan Wangji asked again. “Or did you just want to embarrass everyone here?” 
“Yes,” A-Yuan said, heaping whipped cream and strawberries on his waffles. 


“My point is that there’s like... like... you haven’t seen each other in years and you just 
like... And I just... you’re not going to be like pining for each other, are you?” Jingyi 
demanded. “You’re not going to do some kind of unrequited slow burn thing? Because 
you’ve like never dated anyone, Mada, and you...” 


“I have been perfectly happy not dating,” Lan Wangji said, softly. 


*... and I don’t want you two to be like ‘oh he/they don’t like me that way hahaha’ but like I 
also don’t want you to just hook up because you think you should and then it doesn’t work 
and Uncle Wuxian leaves again and everyone is sad again!” 


Lan Wangji squatted down beside her chair and rested their hand on her shoulder. “Maybe 
you should trust us,” they said. 


Jingyi sniffed. “How can I trust you to get this right? Haven’t you spent most of your lives 
not getting it right?” 


Lan Wangji looked at Wei Ying, who smiled sadly. “Yes,” he admitted. “We have.” 


“I don't know what to say,” Lan Wangji said. “Only I promise we'll try really hard to be 
honest, okay? And whatever happens, I'll still be here for you and PI still love you.” 


“Oh,” Jingyi said, sniffing and waving an arm. “I’m not worried about me . I’m worried 
about you.” She grabbed their hand. “I don’t want you to be sad again, Mada.” 


“Xiao-Yi,” Lan Wangji said, wrapping her in their long arms. “We’re all going to do our best, 
okay?” 


Jingyi nodded against their chest, and Lan Wangji stayed there, holding her until she finally 
pushed them away. 


When Lan Wangji finally pulled away, Wei Ying was gone. 


They found him standing on the porch, sipping at the last dregs of his coffee, looking at the 
gardens. 


Wei Ying smiled faintly at Lan Wangji. 

“You were right,” he said. “This is a beautiful place.” 

Lan Wangji stepped to the railing, to stand beside him, and nodded. 

“Is she okay?” he asked. 

"She'll be fine," Lan Wangji said. “This has been a stressful time for all of us.” 

“I'm sorry,” Wei Ying said, softly. 

Lan Wangji looked at him. “Not all stress is bad,” they said. “And this is stress we chose.” 


“Lan Zhan,” Wei Ying said, turning towards them, catching their arm. “I don’t want to mess 
things up for you and your family. You have such a nice home...” 


“We are not so fragile,” Lan Wangji said. “Not so easily broken. Wei Ying, we have been 
through so much. Is some silly romance drama going to destroy us?” 


Wei Ying laughed, softly. “Everything you went through is because of me,” he said. 


“I have never blamed you for any of it," Lan Wangji said quietly. “The things that have 
happened to you... I do not know if I would have survived them. And I have gone through a 
lot that is not because of you, that you helped me endure and overcome. Do not worry about 
what Jingyi said. She reads too much fanfiction." 


They touched Wei Ying's face softly and Wei Ying sucked in a breath. “I would like to 
resume our sexual relationship," Lan Wangji said. “When we are both ready, if that is 
something you want. But it will- would- only be a small part of our love for each other. That 
is what Jingyi doesn't understand. If we did or didn't or did and it didn't work... we would 
still have everything else that lies between us." 


“I do," Wei Ying whispered. He covered Lan Wangji's hand with his own. “I do want to." He 
laughed hoarsely, caught Lan Wangji's eyes. Without their high heels on, Wei Ying was taller 
than Lan Wangji again, slouched slightly so they were on the same level. *How do you have 
so much faith? How are you so solid and strong? How can you love me so much?" 


“I told you,” Lan Wangji said. “I’ve seen the consequences of not having courage." They 
stepped forward and leaned their forehead on Wei Ying's, their eyes so close they blurred. “I 
will not go back to living a miserable life, lonely and confined,” they whispered. “I will not 
lose you again." 


Wei Ying wrapped his arm around Lan Wangji's waist and closed his eyes and breathed in 
Lan Wangji breath. “No,” he whispered. “You will not lose me again.” 


Chapter End Notes 


The end. Thanks for reading, and especially thanks to the lovely readers who have 
commented- it makes me so happy to hear people are enjoying my writing and inspires 
me to write more! 


Hope you enjoyed this fic! Stay tuned to this series for the next fic in the series, 'Girls' 
Day Out' in which Yanli and Huaisang take kidnap Zizhen to treat her to a fun day of 
girly pampering, the sequel to 'Cute Robot Weird' which is probably going to be called 
"You're not dying' in which LWJ and WWX have fun being boyfriends with a really 
minimal number of panic attacks, and hopefully, eventually, a sequel to this fic 'After the 
Storm' in which WWX has to figure out how to adapt to this wonderful new life he's 
found himself in. 


I'd love to hear any other suggestions anyone might have) please let me know in the 
comments! 


I'm also looking for more beta-readers, if anyone is interested. 


I've got a tumblr which is 100% memes about Chinese BL dramas, and I'm on discord 
@ deliciousblizzardshark #1434 if you want drop in and say hi. 


End Notes 


I'm on twitter now! Come scream with me about wangxian and fanfiction! @dblizzardshark. 


I'm also on tumblr @ deliciousblizzardshark and it's all just Chinese BL drama memes, really 
Prompt: 


Works inspired by this one 


Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work! 


